





ae 5 
<a 
aay =% : 

gees © \\, 

=<, Me 





Digitized by the Internet Archive 
in 2022 with funding from 
Kahle/Austin Foundation 


https://archive.org/details/darkstarOO000unse_v6q1 


DARK STAR 


. vai cna 
nie 
rs J 





Deevehi tn 
Sel A 


By 
LORNA MOON 


Indianapolis 
THE BOBBS-MERRILL COMPANY 


Publishers 
3 1336 04693 7240 


‘a 





CopyRIGHT, 1929 
By TsE Bosss-MeErrILL COMPANY 


Printed in the United States of America 


PRESS OF 
BRAUNWORTH & CO,, INC. 
SOOK MANUFACTUSERS 
BROOKLYN, N, Y. 


To 


FRANCES MARION 


4 


oo ie i aan 4315.49 


ay 


} 
aa 
% 


4 
14 





NOTE 
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DARK STAR 


BOOK ONE 


Nancy was glad when her grandmother died. 
Glad, but a little afraid, like some wild thing, long 
caged, suddenly let loose. She cried a little because 
the neighbors seemed to expect it and because it gave 
them pleasure to tell her that it was “all for the best 
and you must be brave.” ‘There was also a secret 
elation in being suddenly the object of their sym- 
pathy, surrounded by their jars of calf’s-foot jelly 
and healing potions, after having been a nobody all 
the fourteen years of her life. 

Grandma Pringle had “slipped away in her 
sleep.” This was characteristic of her contrary 
nature. Her heart attacks, attendant upon eating hot 
bread or cabbage, had brought her to the point of 
death fifty times in the preceding two years, and 
only Nancy’s quick administration of the prescribed 
hypodermic had snatched her back. At such times 
Nancy would act with a sportsmanlike determination 
to give her every chance, but with a grim dispas- 
sionate speculation whether ¢his was the time. But 
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Grandma Pringle, with her usual contrariness, had 
not died after a supper of cabbage, but had gone 
peacefully over the border after eating a bowl of 
toasted bread and milk. 

When Nancy took in her morning cup of tea, she 
found her, her thin withered hand under her cheek, 
its fingers curled over her hawklike nose. 

Granny was convinced that the night air was 
poisonous, and would exclude it with the quilt held 
firmly against her nose on those occasions when 
Nancy insisted that she must have the window open 
a few inches. 

There had never been any exchange of “Good 
morning” between them. Nancy would come in with 
the tea and say, “All right,” and Granny would sit 
up alert, and almost before her eyes were open would 
voice her incessant complaint that the cup was barely 
half full. And Nancy would say: 

“T can’t carry it without spilling if it is brimming 
full—and anyway the doctor says you’re not to have 
tea at all.” 

Or Granny would lie playing dead, watching her 
through scrubby gray lashes until Nancy would im- 
patiently exclaim: 

“If you’re going to lie there and squint at me 
until your tea’s cold, don’t expect me to make 
fresh!” 

Balked in her desire to cause a sensation, Granny 
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would come to life reluctantly before her tea was 
cold. But she would chant tearfully as Nancy re- 
treated to the kitchen: 

“Tm just so much dirt—if I died this night she’d 
sweep me out with the besom in the morning. 
QO-o-oh, the heartlessness, o-o-oh, the ingratitude!” 

And Nancy would shrug indifferently as the chant 
reached her. 

This morning she came in and said: “All right.” 

But the figure on the bed lay without even a 
quiver of squinting eyelashes. Nancy watched the 
eyeballs under their wrinkled lids to see if they 
rolled. They did not move. She said, “All right,” 
2 little louder and watched the eyeballs again. But 
no result. She was not easily going to be trapped 
into showing emotion or alarm. Granny had played 
dead too often; so she made a strategic move. Shuf- 
fling her feet as if about to go, she said: 

“T’l] take your tea back if you don’t want it.” 

And her lip curled amusedly as she looked, ex- 
pecting to see the old woman make startled move- 
ments of just coming awake. But the smile faded 
as the figure lay still. She set the cup on the table 
and reached out a hand to touch the clawlike fingers 
upon Granny’s nose. They were cold, icy cold. 
Nancy drew back, amazed that it had happened at 
last. She murmured, “That’s funny,” but it was not 
clear even to herself what she meant by the words. 
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When Granny had had her first attack, Nancy was 
told that the next one would doubtless be the end, 
and the red-faced country doctor had shown her how 
to give a hypodermic if Granny should get gray in 
the face and start gasping in the night. 

It had been an eye-widening horror to the child 
the first time she stood shivering in her striped shirt- 
ing nightgown, and, with teeth chattering, had tried 
to press the needle into the shriveled flesh of Granny’s 
arm. She never would have managed it but for the 
threatening gleam in the old woman’s eyes as she 
gasped orders to “hurry, hurry.”” Then Nancy had 
closed her eyes and pushed. As the needle crunched 
home, she became faint and swayed in a nauseous 
nightmare. But in the months that followed she ac- 
quired a detached, almost careless expertness, and 





would wonder at the old woman’s terror of death as 
she pinched a fold of the aged flesh between her firm 
fingers before inserting the needle. This expertness 
annoyed Granny. To cause alarm was the very 
breath of life to her, and the only compensation she 
had for the discomfort of her attacks. When she 
would recover sufficiently, she would begin to up- 
braid the girl for a “heartless young hussy.” 

But now the need of hypodermics was over, and 
over too was the morning wrangle about tea and the 
evening wrangle about fresh air, and over and done 
with was the smell of clothes from an old withered 
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skin that dreaded soap and water, and Nancy was 
glad. Her first untrammeled act was to open the 
window wide, and next she pulled her hair loosely 
over her ears as other girls did who had no grand- 
mother to nag them. Then she went and told the 
neighbors. 

They took Granny to what Pitouie proudly called 
the “undertaking chambers.” The “chambers” were 
really part of a dairy farm made over. Granny was 
laid on one of the shelves where pans of white milk 
had once stood waiting to be skimmed. 

For a shroud she wore the frilled nightgown 
which had lain for years in her kist, wrapped in blue 
paper to keep it from turning yellow. Her bristling 
gray hair was unnaturally meek under a fine lace 
mutch. On a dirty ribbon around her neck the 
undertaker found the small key she always wore, and 
gave it to Nancy. His wife half-heartedly offered to 
let her stay with them overnight if she was afraid to 
go back to the cottage alone. But Nancy was not 
afraid. She had been born facing the wind. So she 
was not afraid to go back alone. Indeed, she was 
anxious to get there, for she had business with the 
key that had hung round Granny’s neck, and with 
the walnut box inlaid with mother-of-pearl, which 
stood on the red doily in the center of the parlor. 

Always she had believed that revelation and 
grandeur waited for her in the walnut box. Even as 
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a child, barely able to reach it by standing on tiptoe, 
she felt that it held something for her. But always it 
was locked. And so the mystery of its contents grew, 
varying with the years as her needs varied. It con- 
tained a hair-ribbon grander than any ever seen 
before; it held a fortune (at least twenty shillings) 
which would buy a school bag and a pair of skates; 
and finally, as she grew older, it would tell her who 
her father was. This last belief, once gained, never 
left her. The walnut box came to be a destination. 
As other children ran home to a fire, or to their 
mother’s knee, she ran home to the walnut box. 


The earliest thing that Nancy could recall was 
the feeing market on a sunny day, the heavy-faced 
farm-hands and farmers, the servant lasses in their 
Sunday-best, and the constant jerk-jerk upon her arm 
as her mother pulled her through the throng. There 
was one wonder after another all packed together in 
the market square—-rows of stands covered with 
painted candy and wooden-headed dolls that clapped 
round brass hands when you pressed upon their 
breasts; a clown, with a terrifying, wide, bloody 
smile, shouting creakily: 


“Come and see, come and see. 
A horse’s head where its tail should be.” 
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A dwarf with a bucket and a monster brush 
scrubbing an elephant—sight after sight, each more 
amazing than all that went before; but nothing so 
entrancing as the tall gold-skinned gentleman, far 
more elegant than the laird, even upon an Easter 
Sunday, who stood upon a platform, calling in 
purling cadence the magic of “Jujah, the One and 
Only Instantaneous Painkiller. Step up, ladies and 
gentlemen, only one shilling a bottle.” 

Between his tapered fingers, covered with rings 
of gold, he held delicately a small bottle. Nancy 
marveled at his hands; their blue-white palms were 
many shades lighter than their brownish-yellow 
backs, and the finger-nails were like none that she 
had ever seen, but strangely purple, as if the blood 
beneath were trapped and gasping for breath. Chains 
of gold crossed and recrossed his double-breasted 
waistcoat, and pendent from them hung many large 
pronged human teeth. His trousers were a lively 
blue, traced with a fine white line, giving a jaunty 
note which balanced the dignity of his black frock 
coat and tall silk hat, poised at a breathless angle on 
his close-curled head. At intervals he would sing 
melodiously: 


“If you’ve pains in the back, 
TRY JUJAH! 
Or a bilious attack, 
TRY JUJAH! 
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If you’ve measles, or the dropsy, 

Or the chronic pipsy-wopsy, 

Try the inky pinky medicine, 
JUJAH!” 


| 


Then he would woo the yokels to step up with their 
aches and pains and prove the wonder of “Jujah the 
One and Only.” 

“One drop applied to the spot and all pain van- 
ishes; any lady or gentleman here with an aching 
tooth step this way.” 

The crowd began pushing a young farm-hand 
with a swollen face toward the platform. 

“This way, this way. Now, my pretty gentleman, 
where is the tooth?—-Ah, one moment, one moment, 
please. One drop of the marvelous painkiller upon 
the spot and all pain vanishes. Watch the face, 
ladies and gentlemen. See the pain disappear.” 

With incredible ease he whipped the tooth out 
and held it aloft, crying: 

“Not an instant of pain—see the happy smile 
upon his face.” 

Prompted by the swarthy one’s persuasive elo- 
quence, the victim smiled sheepishly and spat a red 
mouthful upon the platform. He was turning away, 
but the honeyed voice coaxed again. Obeying it, he 
reluctantly handed over a shilling, took a bottle of 
the “One and Only” and lumbered down to his hoot- 
ing companions. 
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“Pains in the back, arms or ribs, this way, this 
way, please!” 

The hand gripping Nancy’s slackened; she found 
herself alone in the crowd, and saw her yellow-haired 
mother mounting the platform beside the medicine- 
man. 

Watching their meeting, an emotion blind of 
understanding but vivid as pain shot through her. 
Something was meant by that glow in the dark face 
that bent upon her mother’s; something terrifying 
was meant by the glamour in her mother’s face as she 
looked back at him. This was all that Nancy knew, 
but she knew it to her very core, and in her fear she 
screamed her mother’s name. 

But these two were set apart and deaf to any cry 
but the cry that clamored in their blood. 

What followed had faded from the child’s mind. 
But that moment, shaken with fear and jealousy and 
desolation, would never fade. She came to know 
later that her mother had gone away with the medi- 
cine-man, but this news was only an echo of what 
she already knew. She had seen it with her eyes and 
felt it with her heart. It was a vivid spot, as if she 
had seen her mother consumed by fire. 


The next thing that blazed a permanent mark 
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upon her happened four years later when she was 
ten. Her Granny had taken her to the near-by fish- 
ing village of Rossorty for the summer holidays. At 
this season the fishermen had gone south following 
the herring from port to port, and their wives and 
daughters took in summer boarders at a trifling sum 
if they were content to take “pot luck” and share the 
absent fisherman’s bed with his wife or children. 

For the fishing folk would make no “company” of 
the land folk, even if they could. They thought them 
an inferior people, and spoke of their coming “for 
our air” as if these poor things who lived inland had 
no air to breathe all the rest of the year. The land 
folk in turn despised the fishing folk for the hysteria 
with which they took their religion and the com- 





placency with which they endured fleas. 

To the land folk, religion was something to 
accept placidly, but fleas were an abomination. So 
they would arrive plentifully supplied with flea pow- 
der, which, however, did not seem to prevent the fleas 
from covering them with large itching bites, while 
the fishing folk never seemed to be bitten at all. 

Each thought that the behavior of the fleas proved 
some superiority in them. The land folk displayed 
their swollen bites as a proof of the delicacy of their 
skins, and the fishing folk bragged of their absence 
of bites as a proof that fleas only bit animals and 
human beings “with a certain kind of blood.” 
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It was a gentle warfare which broke no bones. 
The summer visitors looked on with a kindly tolerance 
not unmingled with contempt when the fishermen’s 
wives would gather with shawl-covered heads around 
the pump, clanging tin basins and singing: 


“You must be a lover of the Lord,” 
(Bing! Bing!) 


“Or you won’t go to heaven when you die.” 


From the noise attending these frequent meetings 
Nancy early got the idea that the fishermen’s God was 
deaf and quite a different God from the one that 
Pitouie, in sedate Sunday black, mumbled prayers to. 

It perplexed her to know which God she should 
pray to on her holidays. To be safe, she prayed to 
both of them, but she enjoyed the noisy prayers best. 
It was exhilarating to bang a tincup on a telegraph 
pole and roar the Lord’s Prayer with all the strength 
of her lungs. However, she carefully made all her 
important requests of the Pitouie God, for, while the 
deaf God was more exciting to pray to, she had little 
faith in His ability to give the right answer. She 
pictured Him with a kindly, bewildered face, resem- 
bling Deaf Peter, who would listen eagerly to her 
question: “‘Have you ever seen a whale as big as the 
one that swallowed Jonah?” and after deep ponder- 
ing, would reply gravely: “They’re drowned, Missy, 
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every mother’s son of them, and the boat’s been sold 
nigh to twenty years.” 

Another fancy that she had was that the Pitouie 
God wore a tall silk hat, while the Rossorty God wore 
a cap with ear-flaps, which might have accounted for 
His not hearing so well. 

She could not remember when she had been first 
taken to Rossorty. But she would never forget the 
first time she had looked on it with eyes that saw its 
beauty. 

On sunny days its one narrow street ran straight 
up the rose-colored cliff into the sky. On dull days 
it had a gentler, less dramatic beauty. But never 
could it look like any other town. 

Great rose-colored cliffs, without a blade of 
green, sloped up like a reclining wall shutting off the 
sea, and up this rosy slope, almost to its top, marched 
the lime-white little cottages. The blue of the sky, 
the rose of the street, the white of the houses with 
their yellow thatched bonnets, and, like veils upon 
their faces, the nets hanging to dry; nothing ever 
looked just like that. The seaward side was one 
sheer drop against which the ocean dashed and 
roared, eating inward in great caverns. At low tide 
it rolled away to show the ancient smuggling caves of 
the Fasseferns. But when the tide was high it sent 
its spray flying to the cliff-top and the sunlight made 
of it a rainbow diadem to crown Rossorty. 
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It was on such a day that it first pierced her with 
its wonder. In one sharp moment she saw, and never 
would forget. Nothing that went before was clear, 
but suddenly, into the half-dark that is the narrow 
vision of a child, there flashed, with the clatter of 
hoofs, this blaze of beauty. . 

Past her up the street rode a man, madly spurring 
his horse, his bare white head shining like silk, in 
scarlet hunting coat and white breeches, astride an 
ash-white horse, and down its slender flanks the blood 
was trickling. 

Up, up the steep street he rode, lashing the horse, 
and as he passed, women rushed to their doors and 
children scampered away. 

On, on, up the rose path toward the rainbow 
mist. 

To the top, and out of sight! 

A scream went up as if from one despairing 
throat. And then they ran, following his path; fleet 
young women with children in their arms; ponderous, 
heavy-footed mothers of men; gray-haired grand- 
mothers wailing toothlessly, and hobbling old men; 
and with them ran Nancy. 

Cries and wailing everywhere: “Another Fasse- 
fern gone to his death. Suicide Fasseferns! Suicide 
Fasseferns! II] luck to Rossorty and our men at sea. 
Woe, woe, the day!” 

At the top they threw themselves upon the ground 
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and crept forward to the cliff’s sharp edge, gazing 
down upon the lashing coiling water. Nothing could 
be seen of horse or man; only the sea continuing its 
age-old program, hissing up the time-worn rocks, 
then drawing in its breath to hiss again more wildly. 

But while gray heads stared down, despairing at 
the sharp black teeth of the sea, Nancy looked up- 
ward, expecting to see horse and rider galloping in 
the blue above. For never could she quite believe 
that he had not ridden straight into the sky. And the 
beauty of this mad thing was for ever stamped upon 
her soul. 

That night she lay in the fisherman’s box bed, 
spreading wide her arms and legs for the pure joy of 
occupying all the room possible. Soon, when 
Granny came to sleep on one side, and the fisherman’s 
wife on the other she would be folded like a port- 
able knife, fork and spoon, neatly flattened down to 
her smallest dimensions. 

She thought: “When I’m rich [ll have a bed as 
wide as a field of barley and I'll lie in the very mid- 
dle of it alone.” Through the haze of drowsy 
contentment came the whispering of the women about 
the peat fire; wailing for the lost soul of the old 
master, fearing for themselves and the disaster it 
might bring to the herring nets. 

Now that this had come, the herring would surely 
pass them by next year. Was it not three years that 
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the herring had passed them by after the last Fasse- 
fern? The hand of God would swing the herring 
away. And could the hand of God be stayed while 
anger was in His heart? 

Whispering, they told of the young Fassefern 
bride who was found on her wedding-morning dead 
in her bridal robes, lying upon the altar of the chapel, 
lilies heaped about her, and candles burning at her 
head and feet. And of the youth, naked in the rose 
stone fountain, dead in the moonlight. 

For long they fretted with prophecies and lamen- 
tations, huddled over the peat fire. As her eyes were 
closing, Nancy heard them say her name and then 
her mother’s name. Listening she sensed that in 
some way they thought her linked with this mad race 
that threw life away in a flash of beauty. And as 
they talked always they came back to her and won- 
dered, and Nancy wondered at their wondering, and 
ached to grasp the vague thing and know what it 
meant. 


Through the years that followed it came to her 
in half-told tales and pregnant pauses. Piecing the 
tattered ends together, she learned the story. At six- 
teen her mother had gone to Castle Fassefern as 
second up-stairs maid. From somewhere Nancy 
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gleaned a vision of her, girlish and dainty in a gray 
alpaca gown, with white frilled apron and cap. And 
then came a picture of her, the frills all suddenly 
bedraggled and dim, pitiful, as she once had seen a 
white Minorca hen pitiful, after a fight. 

Soon Nancy came to see that the gossips of 
Rossorty and Pitouie were venomous toward her 
mother, not because she “had given birth unblessed,” 
but because she would never tell them whether the 
father was Willie Weams, the groom, or Ramsey 
Gordon, the young lord of Fassefern. Some said it 
was the groom, pointing out that he had left the castle 
and had gone outside the parish the very week that 
Bella Pringle came home. Others declared it must 
be young Ramsey of Fassefern himself, for did he 
not go suddenly to Europe? And, though his father 
said that the lad was outgrowing his strength and he 
was sending him to Switzerland for fear of his lungs, 
one excuse was as good as another, and it was not 
likely he would be telling the real reason. 

They were prepared to believe either story, but 
Bella Pringle would not tell. So they, who would 
have liked to take sides with her and bewail the 
injustice of the gentry against a humble servant lass 
if it was the young master, or insist that he make an 
honest woman of her if it was the groom, were left 
with their good intentions on their hands, and no use 
to put them to. They vented their annoyance by say- 
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ing that she had doubtless been free with both of 
them and didn’t know herself which was the father 
to the bairn. 

Their tongues never troubled Bella Pringle. For 
there was no lack of lads to take her to a dance, bairn 
or no bairn. And no lass in the parish made a bon- 
nier show than she, in her spotted muslin gown. 
Burnside’s son himself was not above leading the 
lancers with her. And even the banker, pompous 
and round as a Toby jug, would meet her outby at 
the turnpike bend after dark. No lack of kisses, and 
maybe more than that. No lack of pretty boxes with 
shell-encrusted lids, or ribbons for her neck. But no 
man came up to the door and knocked in broad day- 
light. And none asked that she would wed with him. 

Other lasses with just as lively evidence of their 
sins were wed and soon forgot that “little Jimmy” or 
“Mary Ann” had been a misbegotten bairn, and the 
neighbors gladly forgot it with them. But a mystery 
will not be easily set aside, and so the sin of Bella 
Pringle would not be laid away. 


Nancy was nearly twelve when she heard word of 
the groom that sent her all the way to Callochie in 
her bare feet to get a look at him. It was in the late 
afternoon. A neighbor chanced to remark that the 
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groom was “walking a stallion” on his way to Cal- 
lochie Fair, and wondered if he had forgotten Bella 
Pringle, or if he had a reason too good to remember 
her, adding that it was safe enough for him to come 
back, either way, since the woman had shown that 
she was no better than a harlot, and nobody would be 
expecting him to make an honest woman out of her. 
Though, if the minister got wind of his coming, he 
might ask him to provide for the bairn. 

On hearing this, Nancy ran out on the turnpike 
leading to Callochie, her shoes dangling about her 
neck where she had hung them while wading in Men- 
zies’ burn after school. She was confident that one 
look would tell her if he was her father. 

She made the ten miles in a series of runs, paus- 
ing to ask occasional farm-hands if they had seen a 
big man walking a stallion, always to get the same 
answer: “No, lassie, but I saw a wee mannie walking 
a stallion.” 

If it was a “wee mannie,” it would not be her 
father, that she knew well, and she ran on with a 
lighter heart after each answer. For there was a 
fever in her crying that she was no child of a groom 
and urging her to look upon his face and know this 
for the truth. 

The long dusk had thickened into black when she 
reached Callochie, and, by the instinct of those born 
in little towns, found the market square. Already 
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it was crisscrossed here and there with skeletons that 
to-morrow would blossom into balloon stands and 
sweetie venders’ tables. 

She wandered among the ghosts, looking for some 
one to question, but all Callochie was in bed, squeez- 
ing its eyes tight in an attempt to be asleep two hours 
before its accustomed time. For not a man or bairn 
but would be up at the first cockcrow, and not a 
mother but would be up long before that. 

It was here that he would come in the morning, so 
it was here that she must stay. She found a load of 
hay laid down near the ring for the circus tent, and 
pushed her way into it, wondering if rats would be 
in it already, or if they would find it in the night and 
come jumping in on her. 

She remembered terrible tales of traveling tinkers 
who had their toes chewed off by the rats while steal- 
ing a night’s sleep in the hay. And, as a caution 
against this, she removed the shoes from her neck and 
put them on. She lay down with her hands pressed 
against her stomach, where it kept thinking of “tatties 
and herring,” and other sweet-tasting foods. But the 
remembrance of earwigs made her start up again; for 
well she knew that if an earwig got into your ear, it 
burrowed and burrowed until it came out at the other 
side. And that was not the worst of it. Often it laid 
a trail of eggs from one ear to the other, so that for 
ever after little earwigs, bleached white in the dark, 
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kept hatching out and wandering about in the unfor- 
tunate body’s head, till at long length the poor 
creature went mad with the way they itched and no 
means of getting in to scratch them. 

So she sat up in the little hole she had made, and 
looked straight out at the brooding square. The 
thought of food overcame her at last. She stopped 
wrestling with it and sat repeating toothsome dishes 
one after the other. Many of them she had never 
tasted, but she could be as extravagant as she liked 
with no one to hear her: “Bannocks with treacle, 
tatties and herring, cabbage brose, kale brose, pease 
brose with cream, chappit tatties with sise, stovers, 
hare soup, a boiled egg—two of them (though she 
knew that was out of all reason), bloody pudding, 
skirley, suet pudding, dumplings and broth, meal 
and ale, tripe, potted head, skate, fried roe, finnan 
haddie, kippers.” 

That last was too much. She could not swallow 
fast enough. She would have to stop or her tongue 
would be washed away. 


She woke so cold that her heart was almost shak- 
ing loose from its moorings, and her legs were two 
lead things with wooden feet at the far end of them. 
Wheels were rumbling toward her. It was beginning 
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to be faintly light. She looked out from her hole, 
surveying the square. Shapes and sounds were mov- 
ing into it from everywhere, dusky elephants and 
swaying camels, a cluster of white ponies moving like 
four-footed ghosts, caravans rumbling perilously, 
carts clattering and strident voices issuing orders. 

Some one was building a fire. Nancy pulled her- 
self out of her chill nest, twisting her tortured feet to 
hasten life into them, and limped toward the blaze. 

A woman was bending above it, arranging a kettle 
upon three stakes. Her curly black hair hung about 
her face. A small shawl, crossed upon her breast, 
was fastened by a large brooch of dazzling diamonds 
as big as robins’ eggs. Nancy at once decided that 
she had stolen it, for a brooch like that must belong 
to a queen. Her skirt, dragging in the dirt, was torn, 
and on her feet were rubber boots big enough for a 
man. She looked up and saw Nancy standing in the 
outer circle of light, and cried: 

“What do you want, bairn?” 

It shocked Nancy to hear her speak a tongue that 
she could understand. She had expected her to say: 
“Fee fi fo fum,” or other witches’ talk; although it 
was true that she didn’t look like a witch, but was 
young, and had a warm brown smiling face, such as 
witches never. have. 

“Have you lost your tongue?” she taunted good- 
naturedly. 
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Nancy drew a little nearer and smiled timidly. 

“Ho, left your mouth open at night and the mice 
ate it, I suppose.” 

Nancy smiled. 

“Are you cold?” 

Nancy nodded. 

“Like some tea?” 

Nancy came forward eagerly. 

“I’m cold, I’m awful cold, and hungry,” she chat- 
tered, holding her hands toward the leaping flames. 

“Just got up, or never been to bed?” 

“T slept in the hay.” 

“Why? The camels might have bitten you.” 

She drew the child’s attention to the camels, tear- 
ing hungrily at the hay. 

“Snap, there, took a bite out of the chief clown 
last week—not that I would have shed a tear if he’d 
taken the head off him.” 

Nancy wondered at that, but said nothing. 

“Don’t stand there staring like an owlet. Tell me 
what you were doing in the hay, and why you 
couldn’t be sleeping in your bed—yov’re not in the 
profession.” 

A look at Nancy’s well-mended apron and neat 
wincey dress proved to her that her assertion was 
true. People “in the profession” did not mend their 
clothes, though it was a point of honor with them to 
wash them occasionally. 
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“T came to look for my father,” the child volun- 
teered. The woman set the kettle down hurriedly in 
the middle of filling the teapot. 

“Is he with the circus?” she asked sharply. 

“No, he’s walking a stallion. I mean—you see, 
he’s not my father, but I came to make sure that he 
isn’t. His name is William Weams.” 

“So your name is Weams.” 

“No, it isn’t, because he’s not my father.” 

“Then why are you looking for him?” 

“Because I want to be sure that he isn’t,” Nancy 
repeated. 

“And how will you know? By asking?” 

“No, by looking.” 

The woman gave a short dry laugh. 

“Well, you're a queer bairn. Where’s your 
mother?” 

“She’s away with a medicine-man that does the 
fairs.” 

“So you are in the profession. You might have 
said that first as last—well, take that mug and drink 
some tea. It'll warm you up.” 

It did warm her up. It was like a spot of fire in 
the middle of her, that began to spread and spread, 
until the shaking about her heart and the chattering 
of her teeth were lulled in a sweet glow. 

“Would you like to join the circus? We need a 
tight-rope walker and a girl to play beauty and the 
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beast with King Leonard, ‘the biggest and most sav- 
age lion in captivity; the very king of jungle beasts, 
more savage than the tiger, more deadly than the 
snake.’ It’s a good trick; the girl puts her head in 
his mouth. But she has to be young and pretty. 
When Mattie died, old Julie did it, but the audience 
cried: ‘Bite her head off..—You’ve got to be young 
and pretty for everything except telling fortunes, and 
for that the older the better.” 

“But doesn’t the lion bite?” 

“* “Bite!’—Can’t chew his food. We have to feed 
him with a milk bottle. His teeth are false,—put in 
for the performance. We got him from a zoo for a 
song because his jaw-bones were festered—lId ad- 
vise you to apply for the tight rope, there’s no future 
in the animal acts.” 

Nancy was sipping her tea gratefully, paying 
much more attention to the woman’s actions than to 
her words. From a push-cart near she had taken 
a frying pan and a box of kippers. Pulling some of 
the fire forward she set the pan upon it. Soon the 
sweet odor of frying kippers was in the air. Nancy 
felt weak with its deliciousness. The woman tore off 
a hunk of bread, tossed a sizzling kipper upon it, and 
handed it to her. It was heavenly fare! She ate it 
all, and sucked the fins and tail in silent ecstasy. 

A man approached them, hungry for his break- 
fast. 
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“Who’s the kid?” 


“She wants to train for the rope.” 

“Had any experience?” the man asked through 
a full mouth. 

“Her mother’s in the profession.” 

Nancy wanted io tell the truth. But how could 
she contradict the woman after having eaten her kip- 
per? And now maybe she would be obliged to go 
with the circus out of gratitude. It was well the 
woman had said the tight rope. She would not like 
to put her head into the mouth of a lion with fes- 
tered jaws. 

While the woman was busy handing kippers here 
and there among the troupe that came up to the fire, 
Nancy stole away, for she had to see Willie Weams, 
circus or no circus. 

The market square was now a bustle of people 
and carts, elephants and camels, hurdy-gurdies and 
shooting galleries, everything that could be named, 
but no stallion. At last she stopped a farmer with 
a laughing face and twisted staff, and asked where a 
stallion would be kept at night, and if it would be 
likely to come to the fair-ground. 

“A stallion?” he roared, laughing lustily, “not 
with all the circus mares there are about, I’m hoping. 
What were you wanting with a stallion, bairn?” 

“I’m wanting to see the man who walks it,” Nancy 
explained. “I’m wanting to see Willie Weams.” 
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“Well, well, tastes do differ, I must say,” he 
marveled drolly, surveying her. “But if you’re 
bound to see him, though I’d sooner see a twice 
skinned ape myself, I’d look in Bizzet’s barn.” 

As she went he called after her some quip which 
bent him double with mirth, but it had no meaning 
for Nancy. 

At the barn she met several men with thick short 
necks and red faces. She thought they must be 
brothers. She asked the man with the whitest face if 
he was the man who walked the stallion. 

“No, he’s in the yard behind the barn.” 

“He’s not receiving ladies—only the four-footed 
kind,” another announced, and at that they all 
laughed as if some great joke had been made. Some- 
thing in their laughter made Nancy conscious of her 
bare knees. 

“T’m only wanting to look at him. [Tm not want- 
ing to speak to him.” 

“She’s wanting to look,” the reddest one cried, 
and they all howled again. 

“All right, PI lift you up and let you look.” 

“Leave the lass be,” ordered the one to whom 
Nancy had spoken first. “Away you go, bairn; this 
is no place for a lassie,” he advised. 

“But I have to see him,” Nancy said firmly. 

“Let her see,” said the reddest one. “T’ll lift you. 
He’s the short one.” 
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He lifted her up as he spoke. The others crowded 
with them up to the wall. As Nancy looked over, 
they broke out in leering cries and laughter. She had 
a confused flash of some strange struggle between the 
stallion and a smaller horse. A stout squat man was 
near the wall. He turned his face upward as Nancy 
looked down. She saw it full and freely. 

“That’s him,” they told her. 

“Let me down,” she screamed, kicking the one 
who held her. 

Their bawdy laughter followed her as she ran. 

She ran, and ran, crying at something, she knew 
not what, sick at some odious thought which would 
not form itself clearly. 

“He isn’t my father, he isn’t my father!” cried 
every beat of her heart. 

On and on flew her feet. 

“He isn’t my father, he isn’t my father!” 

Faster and faster she ran. On and on flew her 
feet, trying to leave that face behind. But it swam 
before her, red and pock-marked, as she had seen it 
when she looked down from the wall. 

“You are not my father!’ she stopped and 
screamed, as if to pin the face upon the road with 
that sharp cry. 

“You're not! You're not!” 

She stamped the loathsome face into the road with 
angry passionate feet. Then she ran on, often look- 
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ing back fearfully to see if it would rise, battered and 
purple, to follow her. 

But it lay there. 

Out of breath at last, she sat down by the road- 
side. Already she was almost half-way back to 
Pitouie. The woman at the circus would be expect- 
ing her. It was almost like stealing to have taken her 
food unless she went back, but nothing could make 
her pass the place where the face of Willie Weams 
lay stamped into the road. 


When she got home, she found Granny in the 
midst of her first heart attack. Whether she was 
missed, or what punishment might have been in store 
for her, she never knew. From that day all things 
were changed. Her schoolbooks hung in their canvas 
bag behind the door and were never opened again. 
Baking and washing and sweeping filled her days, 
and querulous scolding from the bed dinned in her 
ears. At first she tried to be everywhere at once, 
stirring porridge on the fire, shutting the door and 
rubbing the old woman’s knees all in one breath. But 
soon she gave this up. No amount of effort could 
please Granny. Complaining was the only thing left 
that she could do, and she did it with all the strength 
at her disposal. Nancy accepted the wailing and 
upbraiding as a sign that all was going well, and kept 
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about her work, doing each thing in turn as she came 
to it, despite the demand for this now, and that then, 
which came like a dirge from the depth of the cur- 
tained box bed. 


There was nothing in the walnut box, nothing 
that she had hoped to find there. Its pitiful contents 
lay at last in her lap. She turned them over, un- 
believing: her grandmother’s marriage certificate, her 
grandfather’s obituary notice, her mother’s birth 
certificate, an envelope with some pressed seaweed, a 
pink shell with forget-me-nots painted upon it, a 
piece of very flaxen hair, and a gold brooch with the 
pin broken. 

Nothing to tell her anything. There was nothing 
written upon them anywhere. Nothing! 

It was not until she was sure of this that she felt 
completely adrift, completely alone. In all the world 
there was nobody who belonged to her, in all the 
world nobody to whom she belonged. Her long- 
nourished hope about the walnut box stiffened in her 
throat, making a lump which no amount of swallow- 
ing would drive away. 

She had dreamed of this moment a hundred times, 
dreamed of finding a cue, some frail wisp of evi- 
dence too delicate for Granny’s understanding: a few 
words arranging a tryst, words written with sweeping 
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arrogance bespeaking the master beneath the lover; 
a small lace fan, a useless gift for her mother to be 
sure, but one that told the giver’s rank; a handker- 
chief with finely embroidered initials; a withered 
rose (no groom would send a rose). No matter what 
it was, it proved for ever, beyond all reach of further 
doubting, that she was not the daughter of a squat- 
bodied, pock-marked groom; and it told full and 
freely that she was indeed a child of the Fasseferns, 
and well might she walk high-headed, knowing the 
grandeur and the pride of that wild blood. 

And now the contents of the walnut box lay before 
her and said not a word of groom or lord. Granny 
lay dead and strangely clean upon the stone shelves 
of the dairy farm, the box bed opened deep and black, 
giving forth no wailing cry from toothless gums. 
Nothing to right or left beckoned her to do this or 
that. She need not rise from her chair to make the 
tea for hours. She need not even make it at all. No 
one would reproach or comment. No one would even 
care. Suddenly her freedom became only loneliness. 
She looked about for something to cling to. With all 
her heart she longed for a cat. But Granny would 
never have one for fear it would get on the bed and 
“steal her breath” in the night. And now Granny’s 
breath was gone anyway, though there had been no 
cat to steal it, and she was alone, all alone. It was 
getting dark, and Granny’s bed was gaping in the 
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corner. Tears came up in great gusting sobs. She 
cried, not knowing if her tears were for the cat she 
had never owned, or for Granny who was gone, or for 
herself left so alone. 


But next morning she set buoyantly about re- 
arranging the furniture in the little house. The sun 
shining in at the squat window cast upon the floor the 
shadows of “weary willies” and geraniums growing 
in little red pots on the window-sill. She paused to 
water them, and the thought came over her that now 
she was watering them for herself, not for Granny, 
now they were her own. 

“Tll be a widow-woman with flower-pots in my 
window,” she thought to herself. 

Already she could see herself grown into a portly 
placid woman with a shiny black satin apron for 
afternoons. It was a comforting picture, and gave 
her a sense of being some definite person instead of 
just Granny’s grandchild. She took on a new man- 
nerism, walking about the house saying, “Tut, tut,” 
and “My certies,” with the right degree of indigna- 
tion at each fresh speck of dust. 

She was elated at being “mistress of the house.” 
Any rap that came at the door now would be for her. 
She almost wished that one would come so that she 
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could demonstrate this authority by answering what- 
ever was asked without relaying it to the box bed. 

She remembered how when she was little she had 
read that “The Holy Ghost visited the Virgin Mary, 
and she had a son.” This formed a picture in her 
mind of the Holy Ghost looking very much like 
Tinker Tom with a hamper covered with oilcloth in 
which he kept his wares. While Tinker Tom cadged 
china cows with blue-coated cowherds leaning against 
them, and Toby-jugs with pewter lids, the Holy Ghost 
peddled little boys. She could see him leaning his 
heavy hamper against the door-post, smiling the coax- 
ing smile of a tinker who has wares to dispose of, as 
he beguiled Mary, saying: 

“Good day, ma’am, would you be wanting any 
boys this morning?” 

And Mary, looking very tidy and capable in a 
wincey dress and striped shirting apron, for it was 
morning yet and all the housework to do, so a shirt- 
ing apron made from the back of her man’s old shirt 
was surely good enough, would “hem” non-commit- 
tally. For, in the first place, if the cadger was 
disposed to make her a present it would be ill-advised 
to discourage him by saying “no” right away. And 
if the boys were for sale she could always refuse 
on the score that her man was set against boys. 

Tinker Tom, sorting the boys over appraisingly 
that she might see he chose the best for her, said: 
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“Tve a nice little boy here called Jesus 
And Mary, sensing that a price was to be asked, 


interposed: 
99 





“But, my man 

The pedler smiled, raising his hand to stop her 
words. Supporting the hamper between his knee and 
the door-post, he carefully lifted the little boy out and 
deposited him in Mary’s still hesitating arms with the 
words: 

“You'll never miss his food, ma’am,—and only 
two shillings—and forby that, no need to pay me this 
time—spring is soon enough.” 

So just as simply as that, “The Virgin Mary had 
ason.” Nancy, yearning for something to play with, 
had wished that the Holy Ghost would “visit” her 
also. But that was out of the question she knew. For 
you can not “visit” any one unless they have a door 
of their own to rap on. And Granny would claim any 
baby that was brought to their door. She was so sure 
that this was all that held him back that for a time 
she prayed: 

“And, O God, give me a door of my own—so 
that I can have a son.” 

She had long since outlived that childish notion, 
but she had never outlived the desire to have a door 
of her own. And now at last she had one. If some- 
body would only rap on it! 

To her delight a brisk rap sounded on the door. 
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Arranging her face into the look that Mistress 
MacIntosh usually wore when gentry came into her 
shop to buy candy, she minced to the door, holding 
back imaginary long skirts as she walked. 

The Reverend William Anderson stood on the 
door-step, his green-black umbrella with the yellow 
worn handle clasped against his bosom. 

“My poor child.” 

Nancy’s heart sank as she stepped aside to let him 
come in. So she was still only “my poor child” de- 
spite the proud possession of a personal door. 

She sat primly opposite him, her heels held in the 
rung of the chair, her hands folded in her lap. But 
she was not listening. This was her church manner. 
She fixed her eyes steadily upon his face and thought 
of something else. Stray bits of what he was saying 
came to her as she watched him fiddle with the um- 
brella. First he pressed the cold ivory end of the 
handle against his chin, then pressed it into either 
cheek where it left a white ring in the gaunt yellow 
surface of his thin face. For the Reverend William 
had a weak digestion, and it was necessary to weigh 
his food out to him in meager ounces; in consequence, 
he had a pinched cold look, and his clothes hung 
upon him listlessly. From where Nancy sat she could 
see his Adam’s apple bobbing about in his wide col- 
lar. All her life afterward the sight of a man with 
a thin neck depressed her. 
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“Of course the parish allowance will stop now 
that your poor dear grandmother is beyond the need 
of earthly kindness.” He chewed his words leisurely, 
seeming to find a tired pleasure in their sound. 

So there had been a “parish allowance”! That 
explained why the Reverend Anderson had called 
upon her grandmother every week. Nancy had 
always thought it was because he liked her better 
than the rest of his flock. 

“So Mrs. Anderson and I have decided that for 
the present we will take you to the parsonage.” 

He was pressing the umbrella against the tip of 
his nose now. 

“Our dear mother is not so well as we would wish 
her to be. We feel sure that you will do your best 
to be of great comfort and assistance.” 

“Tl not look after another old woman,” Nancy 
rebelled inwardly. “Tl lead an immoral life first.” 

Tt was well that she did not say this aloud. The 
Reverend William Anderson might not have under- 
stood that in Nancy’s conception of it, gathered from 
illustrated papers, an immoral life consisted of sit- 
ting in a restaurant, eating olives, with your elbows 
on the table and your legs crossed to show too much 
of your stockings, which must be silk. And she was 
quite prepared to dash into this form of depravity 
rather than humor another old woman. But as she 
reflected soberly, she had no silk stockings, and she 
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did not know if she would like olives because she had 
never tasted them. 

“So to-morrow we will send for your things, and 
the next day we'll sell all this.” 

She was not going to be allowed to keep her per- 
sonal door! He was sweeping her life away as if she 
were nothing more than a maggot on cheese. But 
she would not submit. She pulled her heels out from 
behind the rung and stood up, saying: 

“Thank you kindly, but I’m going to stay here. 
This is my home.” 

There was a strengthening sound to the last sen- 
tence, “This is my home.” She almost added, “And 
that is my personal door,” just to vanquish him com- 
pletely. 

“But my poor child, what will you do for a 
living?” 

“TI—TI take in lodgers.” 

With a meager smile the Reverend William dis- 
missed this announcement: 

“Due to the unfortunate circumstances of your 
birth, I am your guardian, until you attain your 
eighteenth birthday.” 

There was no hope, Nancy could see that. Her 
life was to be taken out of her hands again. Once 
more would begin the dreary business of carrying 
tea to an old woman. Once more the wrangle about 
fresh air and soap and water. 


46 





we 4 DARK STAR * ¥ * % ¥ 


She determined to leave in the night. She would 
get away before they came for her in the morning. 

But when this first wave of rebellion had passed, 
she remembered one alluring thing about the parson- 
age. 

It had a bathroom! 

Not just a place below the stairs where you 
washed in a tin tub. But a room made especially to 
take a bath in, and hot water, and cold water, run 
ning into a bath that was as white as a china plate, 
and big enough to drown in if you took. the fancy. 


So Nancy moved to the parsonage. Her bed- 
room was the tower-room of one of the many turreted 
gables into which the fretful gray house was divided. 
Narrow oblong windows encircled the room, too high 
for her to see through, unless she stood upon the bed. 
Often she would do this, feeling that she was a 
princess imprisoned in a tower. Or in a more tri- 
umphal mood, she would be a monarch in her lookout 
tower, viewing her domain. Once she thought as she 
looked at the other gables rising close to hers: “In 
my Father’s house are many mansions,” and it gave 
her a comfortable conviction that Heaven was a cozy 
place where each had his own spired gable. 

She came to love this room, although almost 
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everything in it was there because it was rejected by 
everybody else: a large wooden bed that took up too 
much of the space, a broken spinet like a jolly old 
lady with missing teeth, a hand-woven rag rug with 
a gay tiger prancing knee deep in yellow daisies, a 
horsehair settee, a small table with a marble top, 
and on it a rose-colored glass oil lamp with a fluted 
chimney and white frosted globe. She trimmed the 
wick and filled the lamp herself, so that it never 
smoked as the other lamps in the house did. On 
the sill of each high window she set a pot of blooming 
red geraniums, and upon the marble mantelpiece 
which overhung the tiny grate she put her red and 
white china cow attended by a cowherd in bright blue 
coat and yellow trousers. This was all she had saved 
from the sale of Granny’s things except the walnut 
box which she kept because it had a key. 


No old woman could have been less like Granny 
than old Mrs. Anderson. A black-eyed old lady with 
a thirst for clandestine pleasures, she lived in a kind 
of furtive gaiety. Her room was honeycombed with 
pigeonholes, band-boxes and other hidy-corners in 
which she kept forbidden things: bits of cheese, seal- 
ing wax, odds and ends of string and paper, half- 
burned candles, broken china, nut candy, brandy 
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snaps (which she bought because the name sounded 
devilish), pictures of actors, and divorce scandals 
clipped surreptitiously from the newspapers. 

Every now and then the mice, attracted by the 
edibles, became so bad that the minister’s wife would 
invade the Jair and clear out the accumulation, leav- 
ing the room bristling with mouse-traps upon her de- 
parture. 

These invasions would infuriate the old woman, 
who would sit silent while they were going on, but 
when her pallid daughter-in-law withdrew she would 
say distinctly and with relish: “Face like a boiled 
suet pudding.” This never failed to restore her 
temper. The raids had no permanent effect upon her. 
As soon as the mice were subdued she would begin 
collecting again. To prevent her doing this was one 
of Nancy’s duties. But the old lady had a persuasive 
way of holding on to things. No matter what it was, 
she would be “sure to find a use for it later.” Her 
greatest joy was to sit blandly upon a book, a pair of 
scissors, a piece of sewing, or anything at all, while 
her daughter-in-law hunted for it from ceiling to 
cellar. 

She held herself quite aloof from the floor below, 
having her meals sent up on a tray. Nor would she 
descend for morning and evening prayers, maintain- 
ing that her knee was too stiff for this effort, although 
her agility was astonishing on less religious occasions, 
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She could not forgive her son for being a minister 
instead of a soldier. And above all, she could not 
forgive him for being such a spiriiless minister. If 
his had been a God of lightnings and thunderbolts, 
she could have borne with it, but William Anderson’s 
God was flaccid, and a little bilious; His character 
was determined by William’s hepatic torpor. 

William was the second disappointment that 
religion had brought her. She had married a lusty 
young Captain in the Argyle and Sutherland High- 
landers, her warm blood stirred by the swing of his 
kilts, and the forceful passion of his courting. 

A perverse fate took them to a small herring 
village in the north to spend their honeymoon. It had 
been a bad year for the herring, and the fisher-folk 
were swept with a passion of repentance. Figures 
prostrate in prayer lined the beaches from sunrise to 
sundown. Wild-eyed fishermen with bristling salt- 
bleached beards walked the streets in the night sing- 
ing psalms. Young women smote their breasts and 
cried their sins to Heaven in shrill hysterical voices. 

In the midst of this the lovers loved madly, climb- 
ing to heights of frenzy, unbridled and ever rising. 
The passion of repentance about them blended with 
the passion of love, spurred it on, until on a high note 
of delirium it snapped and the young bride found 
herself facing a groom gone suddenly mad with the 
need of prayer and repentance. 
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That was the end of fleshly love between them. 
In a way they became enemies, he, regarding his 
passion for her as a weakness to be overcome, and 
she, resenting and never understanding the sacrificial 
fervor that made him put their love aside. She was 
always faithful to him, and for this also she could 
not forgive him. Soon she began to do little things 
in a clandestine way just for the pleasure of cheating 
him, and the habit grew. Now that he was dead she 
did the same thing with her son. But William, 
wrapped in the blinding dogma of his faith, never 
_ suspected his mother’s antagonism, nor sensed the 
irritation she felt about his God. He attributed to her 
a deeply religious, silent nature, and so kept for him- 
self the image of the mother he wished to have. 

His wife was a weary blonde, curved inward like 
a sickle from the waist up. She was short-sighted, 
and was for ever struggling with her glasses, never 
seeming to find the place upon her nose where they 
would give satisfaction. Her voice was neither high 
nor low, and left no memory of its sound when she 
had finished speaking. It had the quality of opaque 
glass or mist. She would end each remark with a 
deep sigh, which she followed at once with a brave 
Christian smile. It was as if she were saying: “My 
life is very, very hard” (sigh), “but I always bear it 
bravely” (smile). 

Nancy learned to imitate this sigh-smile man- 


ol 


Pista aan n ee aaa ene Paes SE IES SIRES OEE 
ae ee ee DARK STAR * # % * % 


nerism, to the great joy of old Mrs. Anderson. At 
other times she would array herself in a floppy top 
coat and give an impersonation of the Reverend 
William reading prayers. But this was only indulged 
in when the family was safely out of ear-shot. For 
on one occasion Mrs. Anderson’s loud cackles of 
mirth at this performance had brought the Reverend 
William himself on the scene at a too revealing 
moment. For weeks afterward Nancy ceased to be 
“my poor dear child” to him, and became something 
that had neither name nor substance. 

The other member of the household was Mary 
who had a harelip. She would explain this by saying 
that her mother had been kicked on the belly while 
carrying her. She had a passionate longing to be 
able to do drawn-work. Nancy tried to aid her in 
this. But Mary’s hands were designed for doing 
things on a larger scale, great, puffy, red hands, 
each finger jutting out like an infuriated sausage. 
The more Mary tried to make them hold the needle, 
the more they would sweat and fumble. She never 
managed to make anything. But she always kept by 
her a soiled and rumpled square of linen with a rusty 
needle stuck in it, which she referred to affectionately 
as “my fancy work.” 

The minister’s wife and Mary between them 
created a mourning dress for Nancy out of Granny’s 
black alpaca skirt. It smelled strongly of peat smoke 
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and in the sun it had a greenish cast. The seams 
rasped her armpits viciously. She was miserable in 
it until, to ease the pain of wearing it, she conceived 
herself to be in mourning for her sweetheart who had 
died in her arms. 

He had died in her arms at sunset, upon a moun- 
taintop. The cause of his death kept changing from 
time to time, but the mountaintop always remained. 
At first he had been drowned while swimming to keep 
their tryst. But that had to be set aside because the 
nearest water was the North Sea and it was hardly 
likely that he would be swimming the North Sea to 
keep a tryst on a mountain. So he had died of heart 
failure as the sun went down. But that did not quite 
satisfy her. She kept trying various deaths for him 
but most of them demanded a bed, and nothing would 
make her abandon the mountain. At last, after she 
had been mourning him several weeks, her search 
came to an end when she heard the words “galloping 
consumption.” So it was finally from this ill-omened, 
hopeless disease that he had died, saying with his last 
breath: “I love you.” She took to going every day 
to the kirkyard to visit his grave. 

“His grave” was any grave at first. But as the 
legend grew and deepened, she found herself search- 
ing for him everywhere, turning away always from 
“Beloved Husband” and “Beloved Son,” for her love 
must belong only to her. Searching, searching, tears 
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filled her eyes as she murmured in the words of Mary 
Magdalene: 

“They have taken away my Lord, and I know not 
where they have laid him.” 

One day in a far corner of the churchyard where 
the sexton’s scythe never came she found at last her 
lord, her love. High-grown grass and a low-hung 
weeping willow kept him safe and secret. When she 
had torn away the grass from the flat slab sunken 
deep in the earth, she found the words embroidered 
in green moss: “Hector Campbell, who died Nov. 6th, 
1774, Aged 19.” Aged nineteen! So young, so 
handsome, her Hector who had died in her arms! 

After that she went daily to see him, carrying a 
white rose. No one interfered with her visits. They 
believed it was devotion to the memory of her grand- 
mother which took her up the steep road between 
the overhanging beech trees to the little graveyard 
behind the kirk. 

It was when she was returning from one of these 
visits that she first met the Whistling Boy. She had 
seen him of course in the druggist’s shop many times 
when she went to get “Elman’s Embrocation” for Mrs. 
Anderson’s knee or peppermint for her stomach, but 
she had never really spoken to him until this day. 

He came toward her, his hands deep in his pockets, 
his head lifted in fine ecstasy as he whistled a cataract 
of sweet sounds. Other boys could whistle a tune, 
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making lamely one note after another, but the 
Whistling Boy could shower the air with a cascade of 
harmony. 

He was from Edinburgh and would be going back 
there again to college after a year’s apprenticeship 
at the druggist shop. She knew this and more from 
talk she had heard. It was said that he could whistle 
ten operas from start to finish; that his underwear 
had his full name embroidered in fine thread upon it, 
and that he had brought fourteen pairs of socks with 
him, not a pair of which had even so much as been 
worn once. 

He came to a stop in front of her, timing the last 
note to finish as he did so. 

“Do you like whistling?” He looked at her 
laughingly as he spoke. 

She felt suddenly clumsy. His hands, now that 
he had pulled them from his pockets, were very white. 
She saw for the first time that hands might be some- 
thing more than just useful, and she tried to shrink 
her own red hands out of sight up her too narrow, too 
short sleeves. 

She nodded in reply to his question, her eyes 
making little flying looks at him, but not settling on 
him for long at a time. 

“Do you like Chopin?” He pronounced it 
“Shopping.” 

“T don’t know,—you mean buying things?” 
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“My God, no.” A gleam came in his eye. Here 
was ignorance, unbelievable, profound. A white 
page for him to write upon. 

“Did you ever hear of George Sand?” 

“No, what did he do?” 

“She, not he! She led a wanton life with Chopin 
and wore trousers. But after he got away from her 
he wrote a lot of music.” 

She sensed a slur upon her sex and bridled. 

“T suppose he could have got away before if he 
had wanted to.” 

He waved away her irritation. The passion to 
inform was upon him. 

“Would you like to hear the Grand Waltz in E 
Flat Major? It’s best on the mouth organ, but I can 
whistle it as well.” 

But before she could reply, he asked eagerly: 

“Do you know any music at all?” 

“Only hymns, and I can sing a song.—At least, I 
can sing the chorus.” 

“What song? Can you sing the Barcarolle?” 

She shook her head. The song she knew was one 
that Mary sang as she labored about the kitchen, 
puffing and sweating. The words of the chorus were: 


“IT wish, I wish, but I wish in vain: 

I wish I were a maid again. 

But a maid again I will never be 

Till an apple grows on an orange tree.” 
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The tune was very mournful, and there were nine- 
teen verses all about “my fair, false love who de- 
ceived me.” But she had no time to tell him 
this, because indeed he did not want to know what 
she knew. He only wanted to be assured of her 
ignorance so that he could have all the more joy in 
enlightening her. 

“Yl whistle the Barcarolle.” 

He looked about for a good setting. “Come on.” 
Taking her by the hand, he pulled her briskly toward 
the gray stone, moss-grown dike which separated the 
wood from the highroad. 

“There’s a place with rocks. It’s like Italy. Ill 
go first, or do you need a leg up?” 

But he did not wait to see if she needed help. 
Setting his toe in a crevice between the stones, he 
leaped over, arriving on the other side with a great 
crunching of dried beech leaves. 

“Come on,” he cried, and she heard his feet 
crunching away from her with invitational eagerness 
as he sought the place, the right place to whistle the 
Barcarolle. She climbed over and followed him. 

Spring was upon the beech wood. Through the 
bronze crackling carpet of dried leaves white 
anemones looked up like wakeful stars, and overhead 
the trees put out sticky fingers to see if the world was 
warm enough. An amber torrent of melted snow fell 
clamorously down to a frothing pool below, then sped 
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away, whispering between the tall beech trees. 
Slender pale rods of bride’s breath scented the air, 
and pungent bracken broke beneath her feet. 

She found him where the water clamored loudest, 
whistling a thread of melody that lay against the 
sound of falling water as pearls lie bright against 
black velvet. 

She sat upon a boulder, looking at him as he 
leaned against a tree, his bare brown head held high, 
his mouth red as a rowan-berry. There was that 
about the corners of his mouth which assailed her with 
a blind sweet anguish. She folded her arms and 
pressed them against her middle where it seemed to 
be melting away. There was a glamour upon his 
face, a madness of joy upon his pulsing throat. It 
seemed to her that he was fringed with light which 
lost her in its outer shadow. She tried to rise and 
go to him, to say some simple thing like: 

“Ts it true that you have fourteen pairs of socks?” 
That would make him see her, would widen the light 
to include her. But she did not dare to interrupt 
because she knew that she was here only to listen. 
That was her only use. When he had finished she 
would be important for a moment if she praised. But 
now, while he was whistling, she did not exist. At 
this moment the waters tumbled for him in wild 
applause, for him the high trees waved bare arms in 
rapture, and he was one with the glory of the spring. 
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All her blood ran toward him. “Like treacle on 
hot bread,” she thought. She spread her hands wider 
on the front of herself, and held on, trying to keep 
back the main portion of herself. 

He came to the end of the Barcarolle and went 
right into another tune. He did not even need her to 
praise him. It was easy to see that he had forgotten 
her altogether. She thought of getting up and leav- 
ing; picturing his dismay when he looked down and 
saw the empty boulder. But she knew that she could 
never move away from him so long as he was in- 
different to her. If he were to turn and reach for her 
with a look that valued her, she could gather her 
precious person into a stiff haughty ramrod and move 
off disdainfully. But not now, while he did not 
even know that she was there. 

He reached the end with a flourish and smiled 
widely down at her. 

This was the time for her to leave. But she sat 
mesmerized, saying nothing to his waiting face, but 
only looking up at it, gleaming as it was. He took 
her silence for tribute and came to her, seating him- 
self on a boulder at her side. 

“Tf I only had something to play on,” he cried, 
pressing his clasped hands between his knees as if 
to control the desire in them. 

“I’m going to write music like Chopin, and Liszt, 
and, and those fellows.” 
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“I thought you were going to be a druggist,” she 
ventured. 

“Only till I get my money. .. . . Yousee ma 
ward in Chancery.” 

She did not see, but she hoped he would go on 
and explain. 

“Y’m an orphan. When I’m twenty Ill be rich. 
But just now I have ten old buzzards who decide what 
I have to do. I have to ‘study some useful trade or 
profession’ until I’m twenty. They don’t think music 
is a ‘useful trade or profession.” But when I’m 
twenty . cs 

“Ts it true that you have fourteen pairs of socks?” 

Immediately she wished that she had not said this, 
but it just popped out of her mouth. If she could, 
she would have reached after it and popped it back 
in again. 

But already he was answering her. 

“No. I’ve fourteen shirts, and twelve pairs of 
socks.” 

She was glad now that she had asked. This was 
a real, a tangible thing to know about him. If in the 
wakeful night she was wondering and beglamoured 
by the mystery of him, she could say firmly: “He 
has fourteen shirts and twelve pairs of socks,” and so 
get back to solid ground again. 

“Tl buy a pipe organ when I get my money. But 
Pll have a piano for composing on.” 
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He was not so much telling her this, as he was 
telling it to himself. But it was too vague and 
distant a piece of information to warm Nancy, who 
needed to know closer things. 

“Why have you so many shirts?” 

“That’s only a reasonable number,” this shortly. 
Then back to his dreams again. 

“Yl have more than one piano.” 

She could not stand him soaring out of her reach 
like this, borne aloft on many pianos, so she reached 
after him again with: 

“Is the druggist’s wife your aunt?” 

To have to acknowledge the druggist’s wife as an 
aunt would be something of a downcome, would in 
a way put a blemish upon him, and so bring him 
nearer to herself. Not that the druggist’s wife could 
be looked down upon. Far from that, but she could 
be laughed at. Indeed, she was laughed at for her 
mincing speech and such pretentious havers. 

She was a large woman with a “fainty” voice, 
and an air that butter would not melt upon her tongue. 
But it was well known that she flew into such rages 
and screamed so loudly that the druggist always kept 
a tin basin in the back shop so he could rattle it to 
keep her noise from reaching the customers. 

Once she had been so angry with the servant lassie 
for serving the porridge without salt, that she repaid 
her neglect by clapping the hot porridge upon her 
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head. The poor lass ran screaming into the street 
with porridge streaming down her face. And it was 
the best part of a month before she could so much 
as put a comb upon her scalp. But the lassie paid 
her back by telling far and wide that the druggist’s 
wife grew a beard, and that she would remove it now 
and then with some paste that smelt strong of rottey 
eggs. So at last Pitouie knew the real explanation of 
the red marks that would come from time to time 
upon her chin and lip. 

The lassie further told that some nights the drug- 
gist would be driven out of his bed, and would have to 
finish the night lying on a bag of sugar in the back 
shop. But this was hardly likely, for the druggist did 
not sell sugar; and anyway a bag of sugar was an 
unlikely bed even for a little man such as the drug- 
gist; although that might well account for the 
chilblains that he was plagued with both on his hands 
and his feet. He had a way of scratching the ones on 
his hands against the sharp edge of the counter, hold- 
ing his head well up and talking in lofty accents 
while he did so. As if by doing this, he could hold 
the customer’s head up also, and so prevent him from 
seeing the chilblain-scratching. 

So, if the druggist’s wife should be his aunt . . . 
But no, he was already telling her that the druggist’s 
wife was not his aunt. Neither was the druggist any 
relation to him. He came here because one of the 
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“buzzards” knew the druggist and thought this was 
the best place for him. He would not mind it if he 
had a piano and could go on with his lessons. 

“T had a piano in Edinburgh. . . . It wasn’t 
really mine, but I could play on it whenever I liked. 
It belonged to a girl I went to school with.” 

A queer resentment took her against this Edin- 
burgh girl who could give him a piano to play on. 

“There’s a pipe organ in the kirk.” She wondered 
at the desperate plan that rose in her mind right on 
the heels of her words. 

“TI wish I could get a crack at it,” he cried 
fervently. “I’ve played an organ. ... . I could 
play all this, if I had an organ . . . this water,” 
he finished up at a loss for words, and sat gloomily 
haunched. 

Committing herself past all reason, she said: 

“The key of the kirk hangs on the hat-rack just 
beneath the minister’s hat. Some night I could give 
it to you.” 

“Tt wouldn’t be any use to me. I have to have 
somebody to blow the organ.” 

He pulled a hoarhound drop from his pocket and 
chewed it desolately. 

Gasping a little as if she had taken a leap into 
cold water, she said: 

“T’ll blow the organ for you.” 

He regarded her. His blue eyes suffused with 
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hope. She marveled at the neat whiteness of his nose 
as it merged into his fluted upper lip, at the fine down 
like golden feathers that grew faintly on his cheeks, 
and, marveling, forgot the wildness of her promise. 

“But somebody might hear the playing,” he said 
in a tone that begged her to contradict him. 

“Oh, no,” she plunged, lost to all caution. 
“There’s nobody to hear at night. We can keep the 
windows and the door shut. But nobody passes at 
night but the farm servants going back to Menzies’ 
Farm, and they go by in a bunch, whistling and sing- 
ing for fear of ghosts.” 

So her promise was given past recalling. 


A mist was rolling down from the hills, carrying 
the dusk in its cold gray arms, as Nancy hurried up 
the steep brae to the parsonage. 

It must be nearly six, after six perhaps. Time 
had gone by in a warm flash that wiped out thought. 
She should have been home two hours ago. What 
explanation could she give? 

She hurried in through the iron gates already 
grayed over with the sweat of night. The glow of 
the afternoon was leaving her. A chill fell upon her 
heart, and she thought desolately: “I am always go- 
ing home to a cold fireside.” 
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They were already seated at the table when she 
entered the dining-room. Miss Clark had come to 
supper. She was a genteel spinster who kept a board- 
ing house for “selected gentlemen.” She suffered 
from asthma and always wore a respirator covered 
with black velvet over her mouth. 

From the pause that marked her entrance Nancy 
knew that they had been discussing her, and she 
hesitated whether to go forward to the table, or go to 
the kitchen and ask Mary for supper. 

Her position in the household had never been 
clearly defined. It seemed to be for ever suspended 
in air awaiting a solution. Each day Mrs. Anderson 
would say: “You might as well eat with us,” but 
always as if this decision was made for that day only. 
Old Mrs. Anderson had her meals in her rooms, and 
Nancy would gladly have carried another tray up- 
stairs for the pleasure of eating with the gay old lady. 
But it seemed that the minister’s wife could not forego 
the joy of showing daily that hers was a true Christian 
heart which could treat this despised orphan as a 
member of the family. 

So Nancy waited irresolute, everything inside her 
crinkling with hateful anticipation. Miss Clark, 
perking her head like a frowsy bird, looked brightly 
at Mrs. Anderson with a look that said: “I know that 
you are going to be as kind as kind can be to the poor 
thing.” 
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And Mrs. Anderson, giving back a sad sweet 
smile, said to Nancy: 

“My dear, I wish you would endeavor to be here 
at six o'clock” (sigh). “However,” (smiling bright 
forgiveness) “better late than never, so we'll say no 
more about it.” 

The table overflowed with Christian charity as 
Nancy slipped into her place. All was forgiven: the 
sad fact of her existence, the crime of her late arrival, 
even the ingratitude which they knew was lurking in 
her breast; all, all was forgiven. The weight of their 
goodness to her sat upon her head like the stone 
placed on cheese to squeeze the milk out of it. She 
sat as far down in the chair as she could to escape it, 
and soon they forgot her. 

Miss Clark’s respirator hung round her neck 
from a black ribbon as she ate. It was strange to see 
her without it. To Nancy the oblong black velvet 
mouth protector had become one of the features of 
the spinster’s face. There had been a time when she 
believed that Miss Clark wore it for quite another 
reason than asthma. 

From some vague source she had got the idea that 
there was a germ in the breath of men who had 
mustaches, and that if by chance a grown woman 
breathed this, she willy nilly got a baby. Miss Clark 
had so many men boarders with mustaches that it was 
easy to see why she took this precaution. But since 
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the card in her window read “Lodgings for selected 
gentlemen,’ Nancy had often wondered why she did 
not select them without mustaches, and so do away 
with the need for a respirator. 

But looking at her now, so brittle and thin, with 
the black respirator pendulous upon her sunken 
breast, Nancy reflected: “Even if it were true, there 
is no danger. She hasn’t got juice enough.” For a 
mad minute she wondered what would happen if she 
sang out: “She hasn’t got enough juice.” But this 
peril passed when Mary, like a genial gargoyle, 
came in, bearing a fragrant dish before her. 

There were fresh herrings and hot scones for 
supper. It was always “supper” except when the 
Bishop or some visiting minister came to stay, and 
then in the twinkling of an eye it became “dinner,” 
and had soup at the beginning of it. It was still only 
“supper” to-night. A mere Miss Clark could not 
change its name. But the herrings were crisp and 
brown, and the scones delicious. 

Nancy often watched Mary make the scones. 
From the way her fat red fingers bungled back and 
forth in the dough you felt sure that no good could 
ever come of it. But always they were lighter than 
any scones you ever tasted. 

Mr. Anderson could not eat the scones, of course, 
nor the fried herrings. Nancy felt sorry for his cold 
bluish face as it contemplated the dried brown bread 

67 


ee eee DARK STAR * % 4 % F 





and hot milk which was its share of the feast. But 
it was probably the coldness of the room that made 
his face look bluish. The only warm place in the 
parsonage was the kitchen, and he, poor thing, could 
not go there to get warm on the pretext of watching 
Mary baking scones. The grate in the dining-room 
was an economic little cage barely able to hold three 
lumps of coal. One spot of red was all the fire there 
was under the great overhanging marble mantelpiece. 
It gave the effect of a small malevolent eye beneath 
a monster eyebrow. 

Miss Clark separated the bones from her herring 
with a self-conscious daintiness which said: “It is 
easy to see that I’m a lady-born,” and offered little 
bits of information about her lodgers between 
wheezes. This was how she paid for the invitation 
to supper, and was the real reason why she was asked. 
For Mrs. Anderson had that quivering curiosity about 
the private lives of others which drab women have. 
She called it “taking a kindly interest in the young 
people of the village.” 

“And how is the new watchmaker turning out?” 
she prompted. 

“Oh, he writes to Callochie twice a week, to a 
Miss Shields. [ve seen the name on the envelope a 
couple of times, by chance. And there was ‘my own 
girl’ as plain as could be on the blotting paper. So 
that would mean marriage, I’d say.” 
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“Tt should,” sniffed Mrs. Anderson, as who should 
say, “my own girl,” indeed! A fine hussy she must 
be. 

“Of course, you never can tell,” agreed Miss 
Clark. “Girls are not what they were in my young 
day.” 

“That will be a fine flea in the ear of Bella Fraser, 
when she hears that.” 

There was almost a throb of exaltation in Mrs. 
Anderson’s pallid voice. 

“Somebody should tell her to prevent her making 
more of a fool of herself than she’s done already.” 

And you could hear the conviction growing in her, 
that she was the one to take Bella Fraser aside and 
say sweetly, oh, very sweetly: 

“You've met Miss Shields, I’m sure, the watch- 
maker’s—well, I suppose one should call her his 
fiancée.” 

“Well,” admitted Miss Clark, “I did think of 
mentioning it. In a way I suppose it’s my Christian 
duty.” 

But Mrs. Anderson would have none of this. Who 
was Miss Clark to think she had a “Christian duty”? 
Such presumption! 

“T think I had better do it myself,” smiling with 
icy sweetness. “It will come better from me. The 
young people know I have their interests at heart. 
Don’t you think so, William?” 
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William did not interrupt his fifty-six chews, but 
simply nodded. Meal-time for William could never 
be conversational. Each mouthful had to be guarded 
lest it slip down without proper mastication. “Forty- 
nine, fifty, fifty-one, fifty-two, fifty-three, fifty-four, 
fifty-five, fifty-six, swallow! Bite, one, two, three.” 
Unless you caught him at “swallow” it was useless. 

“Tl mention it to-night after choir practise. No 
use letting it go to greater lengths.” 

There was something in the way she said “greater 
lengths,” that made you see the need of having Bella 
Fraser told at once. If, indeed, it was not already 
too late! 

The arrival of the new watchmaker had caused a 
great flutter by reason of the fact that he was single 
and had a business of his own. He was a little man, 
with a bantam-like briskness, but when he sang “Oh, 
let me like a soldier fall,” you could well believe that 
he was over six feet. 

What a traffic there had been the first few weeks, 
with watches to be cleaned, and brooches to be 
mended. Gewgaws that had never seen the light of 
day in twenty years were dragged from shell- 
encrusted boxes and taken to the watchmaker’s to be 
cleaned. And each one wore her Sunday hat, think- 
ing to put the others in the shade. 

A whirlwind of parties took the town. At every 
one the new watchmaker begged melodiously that 
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they let him “like a soldier fall upon some open 
plain.” At first it seemed that the oldest Webster 
girl would get him. She was pretty, or would have 
been if she had not sucked her thumb in her cradle, 
and she could accompany him on the harmonium. 
But the Robbie girls outshone her with a piano that 
was always in tune, due to the fact that their brother 
was a piano-tuner. This gave them an artistic tang 
which seemed to please the new watchmaker. But 
‘finally it was red-cheeked Bella Fraser with whom he 
walked out on Sunday afternoon, and took to choir 
practise at night. Not that Bella could sing a note. 
It was well known that she could not hold a tune, and 
only sat with the choir to give the seats a filled-up 
appearance. So it was not music that had brought 
them together. And now, in the face of all the Sun- 
day dinners he had eaten at the Frasers’ house, he was 
corresponding with a “Miss Shields at Callochie”! 

In her gratitude at this piece of information Mrs. 
Anderson pressed Miss Clark to take another herring. 
A gratified smile tried to express itself upon her un- 
accustomed face and the sharp needles of her eyes 
behind her thick glasses pricked here and there in 
excitement. She was going step by step through the 
scene as it would occur after choir practise. “That 
will drive some of the red out of her cheeks,” she 
thought triumphantly. 

In this lay the secret of her hatred for Bella 
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Fraser, the warm gay red in her youthful cheeks. 
This hatred had been born suddenly full grown one 
Sunday morning. It was just after service, and they 
were walking back from the kirk over the powdery 
snow that squeaked frostily under their feet, when 
they met Bella Fraser. She wore a white tam-o’- 
shanter of furry wool upon her dark curly hair. A 
coat of the same white wool was belted about her 
slim waist, and a scarlet woolen skirt completed the 
gay picture. Her bright cheeks glowed with the bold 
beauty of health, and her teeth glistened between the 
silky red of her lips. 

Every instinct in the pastor’s wife told her that 
this was a wicked sight. She stiffened righteously 
and turned to William to hear the disapproving words 
this flaunting dress would surely bring. 

But there was a light in William’s eyes that she 
had never seen there before. He was strutting like 
a cockerel in a crowded barnyard, his shoulders held 
four inches higher than normal, a silly smile upon 
his face that gave him the look of a sick duck. From 
very shame for him she looked away, not wishing 
him to know that she had seen. She felt him watching 
Bella as far as he could see. For a moment she 
thought that he would even turn and look after her, 
but he won the struggle with himself, and they 
plodded forward side by side in silence. Presently 
a long sigh escaped him, and his shoulders drooped 
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down to their accustomed place. He turned and 
looked at her, his wife, his spouse, with leaden eyes; 
and then her hatred for Bella Fraser was born. 

Often she had dreamed of her revenge, when 
Bella would marry, and one child after another would 
make of her a gaunt pale drab. Or better still, no 
man would want her for a wife, until at last, as one 
man after another passed her by, she would sicken 
with a lung disease and waste like a ghost. Then 
when at long length she lay in her coffin there would 
be nothing left to remember her beauty by. 

But now she wondered if William had heard what 
they were saying, and realized that Bella Fraser had 
been making herself cheap like the hussy that she was. 
You could not tell if William listened or not. Often 
she suspected that he lived in a part of himself which 
he never let her see; held conversations, and met 
people she had never known, was untrue to her even, 
right under her nose while she was speaking to him. 

It was as if his face were a screen with “‘inter- 
ested listener” printed on it, which he held up as a 
blind, while he went on doing, heaven knows what, 
behind it. He had that look now, and it drove her 
to say tartly: 

“William, did you hear what Miss Clark was 
saying about Bella Fraser?” 

“I heard what you were saying about her, my 


dear.” 
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Now what did he mean by that? Was there an 
emphasis on “you,” or did she just imagine it? Now 
he was talking to Miss Clark in order to change the 
subject. 

“T never see your youngest lodger at the kirk, 
Miss Clark,” he was saying. “I had hoped that your 
good influence . . .” 

“T have spoken to him again and again,” Miss 
Clark assured him. “I asked him if he didn’t feel 
the need of meeting God once a week. And what do 
you think he said?” 

Nancy was aquiver to hear what the Whistling 
Boy had said. But Miss Clark was in no hurry to 
rush to her climax. She looked from one to another 
in a sort of scandalized delight, and her voice 
quavered with the attempt to make it sound shocked 
instead of pleased: 

“He said, ‘I don’t believe God goes to your kirk, 
and the music is so bad that I don’t blame Him’!” 

In the indignant pause that followed the minister 
held Miss Clark’s eyes with a chill reproving look, 
which told that he was not deceived by her attempt to 
sound shocked. He knew that she was thrilled by the 
daring of the blasphemy and liked to repeat it to 
show the mettle of which her lodgers were made. 

It was a pitiful weakness in Miss Clark that she 
could never bring herself to condemn any member of 
the male sex, no matter what his guilt. The bare fact 
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that he was a man put a glamour upon him and called 
forth her admiration. She admired men extrav- 
agantly, perhaps because no one of them had ever 
admired her. Never had she been able to acquire that 
easy contempt toward a man which women have 
toward men who love them too much. For her they 
had remained bewildering, arrogant, gods. 

It was fifteen years since her father died. Fifteen 
years since she had decided on the bold scheme of 
turning the house where they had lived all their lives 
into a home for “selected gentlemen.” 

Her father had been the veterinary surgeon for 
Pitouie. Also he pulled teeth for any one who wanted 
him. Indeed, after the village had presented him 
with a full set of dentist’s forceps, there had been no 
holding him. Often just for the joy of using one of 
the shining instruments he would coax a loafer in off 
the street to have his tooth pulled with the assurance: 
“All teeth get painful sooner or later. If it doesn’t 
hurt now, it will come-time.” So that if death had 
not taken him, there would not have been a tooth left 
in the village. 

While he lived, there had been men knocking on 
the door, asking for him every hour, so that Miss 
Clark had lived in a quiver of excitement from one 
day’s end to the other. But when he died and was 
finally laid away, and she had made the last excusable 
visit to the banker to ask for advice, and the doctor 
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had called for the last time to soothe her nerves, she 
found herself facing a life gone suddenly arid. 

Across the street where the new veterinary made 
his home, she could see her father’s sign repainted 
with the new name, and at the door the stalwart male 
backs as they waited for admission. But never more 
would she go palpitating along the passage to answer 
the summons. 

She sat at the window day after day, watching the 
activity in the house across the street, till it seemed ta 
her that in taking the sign they had taken also the 
very breath out of her life, and left her the corpse to 
hold upon her knee. 

After a month of this, she could bear it no more, 
so, despite the fact that she was a lady-born and had 
an annuity that would keep her to the end of her days, 
she gave up watching the house across the way, and 
put the printed card in the parlor window. 

Her very first lodger was Mr. Robertson, the 
school-master, as fine a figure of a middle-aged man 
as Pitouie had ever seen, and single in the bargain. 

Never would she forget the panic-stricken moment 
when she saw him coming up the sanded path between 
the daisy borders straight to her front door. She had 
been sewing some white ruffled edging into the sleeves 
and neck of her best black cashmere frock, and had 
just finished the last stitch as he turned in at the gate. 
What was she to do? Here she was in her oldest 
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wincey, for it was the morning that she turned out the 
parlor, and there was he, knocking at the door and 
nobody to answer him. Little Jessie, who came in 
daily to take out the ashes and do such unladylike 
work, had that minute gone out to the butcher’s to 
buy threepennyworth of liver for the noonday meal. 
It was not likely that he would stand knocking till 
she came back. 

Before she knew it she was tearing open the 
buttons of her bodice with hands that fairly gasped for 
breath. In the wink of an eye she was pulling her 
best afternoon frock over her head. She heard him 
turn to leave, and ran pulling the frock into place as 
she went. The hook of her placket caught in her 
hair-net. She gave it a flustered jerk and off fell the 
three braids of her dead mother’s hair which made 
such a luxuriant knot at the back of her head, leaving 
nothing but her own little wisp, looking like a dor- 
mouse-nest tied up with string. There she stood with 
half her head in her hand as you might say, while his 
feet went crunching away from her, maybe never to 
come back! 

Such a thing must not be! She opened the door 
and called. Nota moment too soon! Already he was 
almost out of ear-shot, but he heard, and turned back. 
Heaven help us! He would be on the door-step and 
she with three buttons to fasten yet and the lump of 
hair in her hand. No use to try to fasten it on now. 
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Her eyes darted here and yonder looking for a 
place to put it. Then, like an answer from heaven 
just in time, she saw the ornamental flower pot that 
stood on the end of the banister. Plop! It was safely 
inside, just as he was raising his hat and saying: 

“Good morning, Miss Clark.” 

Oh, the time she had had to keep him from seeing 
the back of her head! Especially when it came time 
to go up-stairs and show him the bedroom. His 
politeness would not let him go ahead of a lady, and 
she could not possibly let him come behind her. They 
stood at the foot of the stairs arguing about it, till, of 
a sudden, she realized that any minute he might 
glance into the flower-pot and see the hair lying there. 
This put her in such a flurry that she clapped her 
hankie to her mouth and told him between gasps that 
she could not bear to have any one walk behind her 
ever since her father died. He was so sympathetic 
about this haver that she could barely keep from 
telling him the whole truth. So, true gentleman that 
he was, he held out his arm, saying to her: 

“Then, dear lady, we'll climb the stairs together.” 

And up they went, arm in arm, for all the world 
like a bride and groom coming from the altar, though, 
of course, they would have to be going in the other 
direction for that. But nevertheless there was some- 
thing so intimate about it that she felt she had over- 
charged him for the room. While her hand lay on his 

78 





ee et DARK STAR * *% 4% % % 


arm he looked down and saw the clean white frilling 
about her sleeve and said appreciatively that it made 
“a lovely setting for a woman’s hand.” That was 
how it came about that for the last fifteen years she 
had worn frilling on all her frocks at every hour of 
the day, instead of just on her best frock. It was a 
great expense. A yard of frilling cost one and six- 
pence, and it took a yard and a half to go round the 
neck and sleeves. With the dusting she had to do 
it would never last clean above two days. And it 
was harder, and harder to get. They would tell her 
it was out of fashion and not being made any more, 
but she always managed finally to get some. Often 
she had been tempted for economy’s sake to go back 
to her old plan of just having the frilling on the neck, 
and not on the sleeves except for rare occasions. But 
she would think of his words, and that moment when 
they had walked side by side up the stairs, and she 
could never bring herself to do it, no matter what 
the expense. 

He had never said another word about it, though 
every morning since then she had poured his break- 
fast tea with spotless frilling on her sleeves. But at 
any rate he had stayed with her, and had not gone off 
to get married as the others were always doing. And 
who could say that it was not the white frilling that 
had held him? — 
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When Nancy told old Mrs. Anderson what the 
Whistling Boy had said about the music, and gave an 
imitation of the scene at the supper table, the old 
lady laughed so hard that she brought on one of her 
hiccoughing spells,—the worst she had ever had. 

_ She tried holding her breath while Nancy counted 
to a hundred, and other remedies that rarely failed, 
but nothing would stop it. She rolled in her chair in 
painful mirth, the tears dropping down her face as 
the hiccoughs almost strangled her; Nancy at one 
moment wildly laughing with her, and at the next 
wringing her hands in dismay. 

Beside herself at last with anxiety Nancy ignored 
the old lady’s gesture of refusal and ran to the door, 
calling over the banister for the others to “come 
quick.” 

William came first, pallid and startled, and be- 
hind him his wife, with that air of triumphant 
malevolence which she always felt on being sum- 
moned to her mother-in-law’s room. Her whole air 
seemed to say: 

“There you see, William! J never have these 
attacks! Why should she have them!” 

“How did it happen?” William inquired. 

Stammering, Nancy tried to find some plausible 
thing to say. But before she could speak the old lady 
cast a look at her lugubrious son in his loose-hanging 
clothes; this sent her into such a spasm of laughter 
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that she grew purple in the face and her clenched fists 
beat wildly on the arms of her chair. 

Her daughter-in-law swiftly crossed the room, 
picked up the ewer of cold water that stood on the 
marble-topped washstand and flung the water in the 
old woman’s face. There was such venomous hatred 
in her eyes as she did this that Nancy caught her 
breath, expecting her to scream terrible curses at the 
gasping old lady. But instead she stepped back and 
said smilingly as the hiccoughs ceased: 

“That’s better now; ‘desperate diseases require 
desperate remedies,’ you know.” 

Her mother-in-law made no reply. She knew 
exactly with what emotion her daughter-in-law had 
flung the water in her face. But she gave no sign. 
She looked at the peering, short-sighted wife of her 
son, and wondered why she could never see her with- 
out thinking of a pale green caterpillar reared upon 
its tail, blindly feeling for the next leaf. 

“Mother will want to change her wet things. 
We'd better be going, William.” She hooked him 
possessively by the arm. 

“Can I do anything, mother?” William’s tone 
was baffled. He knew that some emotional encounter 
had taken place, but he was too confused to under- 
stand it. He felt sorry for his mother sitting silenily 
with her hair clinging wetly to her head and her hands 
picking about aimlessly in her lap. She had a meek 
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look as if brute force had been used to subdue her. 
But that was nonsense. It had been necessary to 
throw the water on her. His wife had done right, had 
done it out of kindness. Hadn’t it cured the hic- 
coughs? 

“No, there’s nothing you can do.” She closed 
her eyes and leaned back in her chair. She did not 
want to look at them any longer. When the door had 
closed after them she opened her eyes and said so 
loudly that they must have heard: 

“Suet-face!” 

But her face quavered and broke up as if she 
wished to cry. 

She was very quiet while Nancy brought her dry 
things and rubbed her damp hair with a towel, almost 
childlike, and Nancy felt greatly drawn to her. She 
longed to speak to her about the Whistling Boy. She 
needed to say things about him aloud to ease the 
things that swelled her breast. 

“Did you ever study music, Mrs. Anderson?” 

With characteristic quickness the old woman 
pulled her head out of the towel, the better to see 
Nancy’s face and asked: 

“What makes you suddenly interested in music?” 

Nancy reddened. No, she could not speak of him 
yet. Besides what could she say about him? Nothing! 
Nothing! But the old lady’s bright eyes were de- 
manding an answer. 


82 





* * DARK STAR *% % % ¥ ¥ 


“Have you met this Whistling Boy? ., . ., But 
I see you have, so don’t tell me any stories.” 

“TY don’t tell stories.” Nancy seized on this to 
escape, but she did not deceive old Mrs. Anderson. 

“Where did you meet him?” she demanded; her 
eyes sharpening suspiciously. 

At bay Nancy replied: 

“On the way back from the kirkyard.” 

“How long has this been going on?” 

“What?” 

“How long have you been meeting him?” 

“To-day’s the first day I’ve spoken to him. .. . 
He whistled tunes to me.” 

The old lady relaxed, the sharpness left her eyes 
and she smiled. 

“Never mind me, I’m a stupid old woman . 

I forget you’re nothing but a bairn. . . . So he 
whistled tunes to you?” 

“Yes. He’s going to be a preat composer when 
he grows up. As great as Chopin and—and other 
names that I can’t remember.” 

“So he was telling you that?” 

““Yes, and when he’s twenty-one he’ll be rich, and 
then he’s going to buy organs and pianos galore and 
play on all of them.” 

“My certies!” 

“And he'll play things like water, and the sky, 
and everything.” 
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“Y’l] warrant he never had time to ask what you 
were going to be!” laughed the old woman. 

Some bitter amusement in her voice pierced 
Nancy. Suddenly she wanted to cry. It was spoiled, 
spoiled. Oh, why had she spoken about him? 

“Don’t look so tragic, bairn. . .. . I must get 
you a new dress, you look like a tragedy queen in 
that black thing. . . . We'll take a jaunt out to- 
morrow and see Betty Murry. . . . What color 
would you be wanting?” 

Perhaps if she had a new dress the Whistling Boy 
would be interested, would ask her what she was 
going to do when she grew up. But what was she 
going to do? What could she tell him if he asked? 
She had nothing, no education. . . . 

“Don’t stand staring like a warlock. Answer 
me!” demanded the old woman. 

“IT was wishing I had more education. I don’t 
know anything about music . . . or anything. [il 
be nothing—nothing at all when I grow up.” 

Old Mrs. Anderson regarded her thoughtfully, 
even sorrowfully, as if she were seeing the doubtful 
road her feet must travel, before she said with a sigh: 

“If you think education will help you, bairn, Pil 
speak to Mr. Robertson. He can give you home 
lessons to do.” 

Nancy smiled her thanks, then: “Why were you 
sighing about me?” she asked timidly. 
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“Nothing, nothing, bairn. [m a fanciful old 
woman . . . always seeing warlocks and the like. 
Never mind me. We'll get you a new frock, and an 
education, since you’re so set on it. . . . Now, fix 
up my bed, it’s been a hard day.” 


She walked close to the banister, to avoid the 
creaking middle portion of the steps. Her shoes tied 
together by their laces hung around her neck. 

She reached the lower hall and stood listening. 
Her heart boomed like the distant pounding of the 
sea. She could hear no other sound. 

From where she stood she could see the gleam of 
the brass knob on the door of the bedroom where the 
minister and his wife slept. It was the one bright 
thing in the crouching dusk. It winked at her evilly. 
She stared it in the face to show that she was not 
afraid. Subdued at last, it gave up and became a 
quiet brass knob again. 

The hall was covered with linoleum patterned to 
look like inlaid wood. Under it there was a loose 
board. To step on it meant discovery. Earlier in 
the evening she had counted the squares on the 
linoleum, noting under which square the loose board 
was. But now she could not remember. Was it 
seven and eight that she must step on? Or was it seven 
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and eight that she must not step on? Even if she 
remembered, could she be sure of the squares in this 
dim light? They blurred and ran into one another. 
Better not try. 

On tiptoe she skirted the middle floor, keeping 
near to the wall. This took her close to the bedroom 
door, but better that than risk the loose board. 

The minister’s black hat, like a mournful mush- 
room, occupied the center of the hat-rack. Under it 
she found the key. 

A breathless moment and she was outside. 

The swarthy night crept sniffing to her feet, a 
cowardly dog, ready to bite her if she showed fear. 

The chill damp gravel struck through her stocking 
soles and sent a shiver up her thighs. 

She dare not put her shoes on yet, gravel had such 
a way of crying out under the press of shoes. 

There were two ways that she could go, down the 
long path that led to the garden’s-end, or out by the 
creaking iron gates. 

But she must not risk the gates. 

She went forward along the gravel path, treading 
as soft as a cat in her stocking feet. 

Her eyes strained wide open as she passed the 
rhododendron bushes, fearsome tents of darkness, out 
of which could come a long clawing hand to seize her. 

The dark red rose-bushes, so friendly by day, now 
swung black clenched fists and whispered together. 
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The daisy border that winked so cheerily in the 
sunlight now wound like an endless snake on either 
side. 

At every step she faced a new terror, staring it 
down, only to have it glide behind her, to join the 
throng of creeping fears that whimpered at her heels. 

Reaching the garden’s-end she squeezed through 
a hole in the hedge and won out to the road. 

She could put her shoes on now, but for that she 
must stop, and all the creeping things behind would 
nuzzle up to her elbow. Oh, to have some friendly 
wall to put her back against, to get them all in front 
of her and hold them with her eyes while she tied 
her shoes. Should she swing round and drive them 
off? No, they would know she was afraid. Better to 
stop quiet-like, humming a little tune to drown the 
nuzzling. 

It was done! 

She started on again, dismayed at first by the 
sound of her own feet, yet strengthened by it. At 
least she could make more noise than the things that 
followed, followed. . 

Heartened by that thought she set her feet down 
more and more loudly, challengingly, threateningly. 
The terrors fell away discouraged. The darkness 
drew in its evil breath. A clear space came about 
her. | 

She walked on swinging her arms now. 
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He was waiting at the bridge as they had planned. 
His shadow came out of the bridge-side and spoke as 
she drew near. 

“T thought you would be scared to come.” 

“T wasn’t scared a bit.” 

“Have you got the key?” 

The key? Yes, of course, she had the key. This 
was it burned into her hand with gripping it. She 
gave it to him. 

He started on ahead of her without a word. She 
felt dismissed, forgotten. Maybe she should go back. 

By the way he bore his head she could see that all 
his thoughts were already up the brae and sitting at 
the organ. The organ! He could not play it without 
her. He needed her to blow. So there was a reason 
for her to follow. Just then he looked back over his 
shoulder and cried roughly: 

“Come on.” 

She bounded toward him, a joyous little dog, and 
trotted gladly at his side, glancing up for ever at his 
forward-looking face which swung misty and remote 
above her. 

It was nothing to walk between the graves with 
him striding just a step in front of her. She panted a 
little, but not from fear. 

“You’re out of breath.” As he spoke he turned 
and peered down at her. There was accusation in his 
tone, not sympathy. She resented what he meant by 
it, and cried: 
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“It’s only because your legs are twice as long as 
mine.” 

He must have liked that, because he grinned and 
walked more slowly. 

She was quiet in her breast when he opened the 
kirk door and nothing but black holiness stood before 
them. She would never have dared to walk into it 
alone, and never, never have dared to speak in it, but 
with him she could do anything. 

He pulled her in and closed the heavy door. 

They groped their way, hand in hand, through 
the sacerdotal gloom toward the organ. 

He left her and went clacking with impious heels 
across the tiles of the altar floor. 

In the ghostly box behind the organ they found a 
small oil lamp. There was nothing else in this small 
space. Nothing but the great bellows, its handle 
grown slippery with the sweaty hands that had pushed 
it up and down. 

Pendent from a string there hung a small lead 
weight. She must keep her eyes on this ever watch- 
fully. When she had pumped with all her might, up 
and down, up and down, the weight rose up and 
stood at “full.” 

But one blast upon the organ would send it skip- 
ping down perilously, oh perilously, near to “empty.” 

Up and down, up and down, up and down. . . 

She wished that she could hear the tune that he 
was playing and see his face. 
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But, up and down, up and down, up and 
Gown .. «; .»: 

Was he pleased with the way that she was blow- 
ing? My, that must be a loud tune, it used a lot of 
alr. 

Wildly, up and down, up and down, up and 
down. . 

A quieter one now. 

So patiently, up and down, up and down, up and 
down... . 

Up and down, hour after hour. He must have 
played all the tunes in the world by now. . 
That smarting on her palms was because the skin 
was off and the sweat was salty. .. . . They put salt 
on a sailor’s back after the cat-o’-nine-tails. Was 
that to heal the cuts or to make them hurt more? . . 

Oh, the weight! 

Madly, up and down, up and down, up and 
down . . 

The lamp was almost out. She would not be able 
to see the weight. If she could only straighten up 
for a minute. . . . There was a carving knife be- 
tween her shoulder-blades. A rusty carving knife. 
“She died of a rusty carving knife between her 
shoulder-blades, regretted by all.” 

Up and down, up and down, up and down . . 

She would not mind so much if he would leave the 
air in the bellows for a minute. But no, the more 
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air she pumped in, the more notes he played, and 
sucked it out. . . . He was a vampire that sucked 
air. No, it was blood they sucked. . 

The lamp was beginning to smell. The smoke 
from it was getting in her eyes. They smarted. She 
could close them and pump. . . . 

Up and down, up and down, up and down, end- 
lessly up and down . 

It was her breast he was drawing the air out of. 
She was pumping to keep him from stealing all her 
breath. It was a fight between them. 

A queer hatred for him began to grow on the same 
stem alongside her love. 

Up and down, up and down, up and down, he 
must not win. She must keep the breath in her body 
as long as she could. 

Up and down . . . But she could not, could 
Hot do it}any more. .7)s.. Up 2... and. .i3 
fown . . 

“Hey, youll have to pump steadier than that.” 

He was clambering his way through the dark 
vestry toward her dim-lit cell as he called. His 
voice was laden with reproach and irritation. 

She did not care. The floor on which she lay was 
soft as down, and she was melting into it. 

“Why, what’s the matter?” 

He pulled her up to a sitting posture, bewildered 
concern on his face. 
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She opened her eyes. Beyond his head she caught 
the faint first rays of dawn in the high little window of 
the cell. 

It was day. 

She had been pumping all night long. A wave 
of pity for her poor throbbing hands rose up im her 
throat, and great unrestrained tears rolled down her 
face. 

“The matter is that I’m tired . . . and my 
hands . ., .” She lifted them pitifully for him to 
see. Letting them fall again in her lap, she gave 
herself up to a quiet spent weeping, while he sat by, 
penitent, trying to find words to explain his forget- 
fulness. 


He left her at the garden’s-end as the slow- 
coming day began to lift the black night-clothes from 
the rose-bushes. 

She won silently into the house and hung the key 
under the minister’s black hat. In a minute more she 
would have gained the turret room and safety. 

But crack! The loose board shouted beneath her 
feet. Shouted with venomous glee as if it had been 
waiting all night to betray her. 

There was a fumbling sound from the bedroom 
behind her, She scurried up the stairs, winning the 
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first landing as the door below opened. Even now 
she might evade discovery. 

But no, looming in her path, looking larger than 
human in the morning half-light, stood the night- 
gowned figure of old Mrs. Anderson. 

“What's that? What’s that?” came querulously 
from below. 

Nancy shivered between two enemies and stood 
still. 

“Nothing, William. . . . I went down to get a 
drink.” 

As she spoke the old lady was pushing Nancy 
toward the turret staircase, pushing her out of sight. 

The noise below subsided into a negative mum- 
bling, and the bedroom door closed again. 

“Come in here, miss.” 

Nancy was too tired to wonder at the hard 
ferocity in the old woman’s whispered words, or to 
resent the passionate grip upon her arm as the old 
lady steered her into the room and shut the door 
behind them. 

“Well?” 

The old woman was glaring a question at her, but 
even this did not greatly disturb Nancy. To be out 
at night would bring her a scolding, she knew, but it 
would soon be over with. That she had taken the key 
of the kirk was more serious. But how could the old 
woman know that she had taken it? Maybe she had 
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been thirsty in the night and was angry to find her 
gone. That might account for her fury. But it was 
too much trouble to reason it out now. Her back 
ached and her blistered hands stung angrily. It was 
senseless of the old woman to stand glaring at her 
like that in the chill morning. She felt behind her 
for a seat and sank into it, saying: 

“T’m tired.” 

But this, instead of stopping the glare in the old 
woman’s eyes, only added new ferocity to it. 

“Tired! I don’t doubt you're tired .. . . you 
slut! You dirty litle trollope . . . you . 
fauch! You brazen hussy!” 

Nancy was perplexed now by the violence of her 
anger but not at all by her words. Granny had 
always called her a “slut” and a “trollope” every 
time her tea was not as hot as she liked it. The tor- 
rent of abuse meant only that Mrs. Anderson was 
angry. So she sat still getting what comfort and rest 
she could out of the back of the chair while the old 
woman’s rage hissed about her drooping head. She 
had found it best to sit so when Granny scolded. In 
time the old lady would stop for want of breath, and 
then she could go to bed. 

But in Nancy’s stillness Mrs. Anderson read only 
a deeper guilt, and her fury passed sane bounds. The 
love she had for Nancy and the pride she had in her 
made her anger against her a blind hot madness. She 


94, 





So a DARK STAR * * * R * 


could have torn the girl limb from limb. No words 
were too cruel for her tongue to utter: 

“What’s bred in the bone, comes out in the 
flesh. . ., . Easy to see the trull of a mother that 
bore you. ., . . First a stallion cadger, then a nig- 
ger medicine-man. . . . By now, doubtless, you’ve 
half a dozen nigger sisters . . . and you, I sup- 
pose we'll have to get the mid-wife for you before 
the snow flies. . . . Say something! Where have 
you been? . . . Tell me that! . . . And none 
of your lies. . . . How long have you been doing 
this?” 

Nancy was prodded out of her tired stupor by the 
knife-edged voice. 

“T never took the key before.” 

“The key?” 

“Of the kirk.” 

“The kirk? So that’s where you go for your dirty 
traffic?” 

“‘That’s where the organ is.” 

“The organ?” 

“Yes.” 

Brought close to tears by this buffeting which 
she could not understand, Nancy lifted up her swollen 
hands in mute explanation. Again she was overcome 
by their pitifulness, and her voice quavered as she 
cried: 

“I’ve been blowing for him all night.” 
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The old woman seized her hands and peered at 
them in the gray light. On their blistered palms was 
written clearly the simple story of the night’s “traffic.” 

“The skin’s all off them,” sobbed Nancy, as she 
felt the hostility toward her die out. 

The old woman made a queer sound in her throat, 
and stood trembling and uncertain. It was as if she 
had rigged her sails for a stormy sea and suddenly 
found herself upon a placid lake. She wanted to take 
the child in her arms and weep over her, but caresses 
did not come easy to her hand. She reached out to 
touch Nancy’s head but drew back. She said in a 
flat voice to disguise her tenderness: 

“You better away to your bed, then. . .. . No, 
better creep in here with me. It will be warmer.” 

She pulled Nancy’s clothes off with hands that 
trembled to convey their remorse, and finally, using 
the cold as an excuse, she held the child against her 
breast in the large feather-bed. 

“Was the man my mother went away with a 
nigger?” 

This came in a voice husky with sleep from the 
region where Mrs. Anderson’s flannelet nightgown 
was fastened with three large pearl buttons. 

“Well, he wasn’t a full-blooded nigger but he was 
part nigger, they say.” 

After a long pause, as if the thing had been turned 
over well in her mind: 
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“Maybe she wanted to do things for him to make 
him happy.” 

“T suppose she did.” This came very dryly from 
Mrs. Anderson. 

“T think she was right to go then.” 

“Well, she had you to do for. It would have 
become her better to stay and tend the bairn she’d 
brought into the world already than to go galli- 
amines oes 

Mrs. Anderson put a check upon her tongue. 

Silence from the region of the pearl buttons. 
Then clearly as if the thing that troubled her had 
been understood at last: 

“And I should have stayed and tended to you 
instead of going out to blow the organ for him!” 

Tears came to Mrs. Anderson’s dusty old eyes, 
tears of thankfulness that Nancy had found such a 
simple explanation for her anger, and tears of grief 
that age is given so little understanding of youth, that 
age must always look at youth through the muddy 
eyes of experience. It was a mercy of God that the 
child was too innocent to know what she had been 
thinking. But why had she thought ill of Nancy? 
It was not like her to suspect evil. With the mother 
Nancy had, evil would be expected of her. But it was 
something more than that. There was in Nancy her- 
self something keyed too high. A look about her, an 
over-throwing look, an air that she was neither to 
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hold nor to bind. She must talk to her about it, warn 
her. 

She searched about in her breast for some wise 
way to say the thing that she must say, tightening her 
arms about the child in a convulsive wish to guard 
her from life. 

But Nancy took the tightening of her arms for 
forgiveness, and was comforted. It was nothing that 
Mrs. Anderson had called her mother a “trollope” 
and a “slut.”” She had heard the words too often for 
them to have any harsh meaning. When people are 
angry they call you “trollope” and “slut.” They 
call your mother that also, and if you have a father 
and a sister, they come into the scolding as well. 
When their anger is over they say something nice or 
put their arms about you, and it is forgotten. That 
is the way of life. Nancy was willing to forget. 

But Mrs. Anderson had a burden upon her heart 
that would not be laid away. She sighed deeply. 
Misunderstanding the sigh, Nancy said: 

“T won't go out at night and leave you any more.” 

“That’s not the worst of it,” said the old woman, 
feeling her way cautiously to what she wanted to 
say. 
“Taking the key, you mean?” 

“That, but more besides. There’s the ‘appear- 

ance of evil’ to be considered among other things.” 

She stopped, afraid to go on. How was it possible 
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to speak of danger without naming the thing itself? 
She waited a while and then took up the burden again, 
haltingly: 

“My son’s wife would never understand your 
reason for taking the key, or for going out. . . . 
She wouldn’t believe your explanation. . z 
Feeling herself on delicate ground, Mrs. Anderson 
hurried along to a new reason. “Besides she wouldn’t 
approve of the Whistling Boy playing the kirk organ, 
especially in the dead of night. And she would think 
it a reflection upon herself to have you trapesing 
hither and yon. . . .” 

Again she paused. This was leading her away 
from what she wanted to say. She would have to be 
more direct. 

“Tt would be ill advised for you to meet the 
Whistling Boy again.” 

Nancy stirred as if out of a half-sleep. 

“Why? I won’t go out at nights any more. But 
in the days when you aren’t needing me.” 

“Tt isn’t so much my needing you. It’s the 
‘appearance of evil’ that I’m considering. Not that 
there’s an evil thought in your head, but you’re ong 
that will have to walk a chalk-line all your days.” 

She gave it up once more and lay brooding help- 
lessly. Nancy, lying against her breast, reflected 
that the poor old woman was getting like Granny in 
some ways. It was age likely that made them talk so 
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aimlessly. She felt sorry for the old woman. She 
reached up a timid hand and bashfully caressed her 
withered cheek. 

The old woman sighed deeply and said: 

“T sorely misdoubt, bairn, if you were born but 
under a dark star.” 

Humoring her, Nancy asked sleepily: 

““What’s a dark star? I’ve never seen one.” 

Heavy with prophecy and foreboding, the old 
woman answered: 

“No, nor ever has any man. But there’re dark 
stars, and there’re light stars in the sky... . 
There’re some that are born under light stars, and 
for them the road is fair and lightsome. . .. ., 
Their very sins turn into glories upon their 
heads. . 

“But woe betide the bairn that’s born under a 
dark star, for she is for ever taking the wrong turn 
in the road. Her simplest move takes on an evil 
look and is held against her for a sin . . . and 
love never shows its face but it comes sharp-thorned 
with 'griel ioe mie 

The old lady broke off and lay still. Her eyes, 
grown old and bewildered with wisdom, watched the 
young day come in at the window. The head upon her 
arm was heavy and limp. Nancy was asleep. 
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The next day there was no time to return to the 
subject even if she had not already lost her courage 
for it, for the minister’s wife got up in a bad temper. 
This meant that Nancy must dance at her heels every 
minute of the day. The minister’s wife felt herself 
put in the wrong in William’s eyes. This could not 
be borne. 

Miss Shields of Callochie had turned out, after 
all, to be only the watchmaker’s aunt. And more 
than that she fully believed that William had known 
it all the time and had never said a word to warn 
her. 

Just after choir practise while they were standing 
near the lectern, she had seen her chance to prevent 
Bella Fraser from making herself “cheaper than 
ever” by letting the watchmaker see her home. Turn- 
ing to the two of them as they were leaving together, 
she said playfully to the watchmaker: 

“Tm going to take Bella away from you. I want 
her to walk home with me.” 

The lovers had looked one at the other with the 
clear admission that they didn’t favor the proposal. 
So to let the watchmaker see what she meant, she 
said with a smile: “I suppose you will be running 
away to Callochie anyway now.” 

“T will that,” he admitted. But he did not give 
ground or seem back-set. So she turned to Bella and 
said lightly (the way such things must be said): 
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“And how will that suit you, Bella?” 

Bella laughed a little simperingly: 

“Oh, fine. Ill be going too. [ve never met his 
aunt.” And as she spoke she raised her left hand to 
push back a curl which did not need to be pushed 
back. It was then that Mrs. Anderson noticed the 
engagement ring on her finger, and looked up in time 





to catch the very edge of a smile on William’s face; 
or was it only the shadow of the leciern that gave his 
face that look? 

It had been gall upon her tongue to wish Bella 
Fraser joy, not knowing all the time what William 
was thinking behind his face. 

So next day she got up with the need to prove 
herself a Christian martyr before evening. This 
meant that from early morning till supper-time she 
would “visit and cheer the sick of the congregation,” 
carrying jars of jelly and cheerfully worded tracts to 
the righteous ones, and to the sinners those passages 
from the Bible that best accorded with their sins. At 
evening she would return, pallid and limp, to creep 
supperless to bed, and no amount of coaxing would 
make her eat a bite of food. Quite wordlessly she 
could convey to William that it was some lack in him 
that kept her slaving all day. With a troubled sense 
of guilt he would carry tasty bits of this and that to 
the darkened bedroom, only to be sent away with the 
pensive sigh: 
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“T can’t, William, after a day like that.” 

And William would go down to eat his supper, 
feeling somehow that he and the Lord between them 
were killing his poor brave wife. 

Nancy dreaded these martyr-days, for she had to 
go along to carry the jellies. Not that she minded 
carrying the jellies, but she hated to sit hour after 
hour while the minister’s wife read the Bible. There 
was something in the way she did it that made God 
sound so unlikable. And Nancy felt that nobody set 
any store by the visits but Mrs. Anderson herself, 
though nobody but the miller had ever come out with 
it and told her as much to her face. 

The miller’s wife had cancer of the breast. There 
was a queer sad smell about the house; even the 
geraniums had it. Nancy would smell them to change 
the air in her nostrils, but nothing would take that 
smell away once you got inside. While the min- 
ister’s wife read the Bible in a tasteless voice that 
hung like mist upon the room, the little yellowed 
claws of the miller’s wife would pick in a frenzy at 
the quilt. One day while she was reading the miller 
came in, flour lying on his red face like the bloom on 
damson plums. He saw the picking hands upon the 
quilt and roared: 

“What are you doing to her?” 

With a look of chill dignity Mrs. Anderson re- 
plied: 
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“T’m reading the Lord’s Word.” 

“To hell with the Lord—and you!” 

And his eyes between their flour-hung lashes 
blazed as he put them to the door. 

But such treatment was rarely met with. More 
often there was a flutter of excitement at their ap- 
proach, especially among the poorer ones. And 
these were the ones Mrs. Anderson enjoyed the most. 

They would start by visiting old Annie Toochie 
and her sore feet. Summer and winter Annie wore 
the minister’s old galoshes slashed at suitable places 
to accommodate her most painful bunions. She was 
always pleased when the minister’s wife arrived, 
saying: 

“Well, Annie, and how’s your feet?” 

She would detain her artfully, asking explana- 
tions of this passage in the Bible and then that. For 
the longer she kept the minister’s wife the more she 
could brag to the neighbors about the length of her 
visit. 

Then there was the wife of Willie Watt who 
worked in the sand-hole. She was glad and more 
than glad to see them, especially if Nancy had a big- 
looking bundle under her arm. For Mrs. Watt had 
fourteen children and was always in need of old 
clothes. 

In twenty years she had never worn a garment 
that was bought for herself. The velvet blouse was 
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the one the publican’s wife had discarded when she 
began to put on weight after the doctor recommended 
a glass of hot porter at bedtime. And the cashmere 
skirt was the one poor Mrs. Menzies was wearing 
when she fell down dead of the dropsy. But though 
she got coats and skirts and blouses in good repair, 
nobody ever gave her corsets till the busks were 
broken. This gave her an unfortunate-looking front, 
so it was never possible to tell when another Watt 
was to be expected. 

They would do the one-sided street house by 
house, calling on Miss Cruckshank who was a lady- 
born and fat pasi all reason with never doing a hand’s 
turn for herself. Her soft white cheeks hung down 
in points so that the bottom of her face had a scal- 
loped appearance. 

On the table in her parlor there was an ostrich 
egg sitting in a big sugar bowl. It was said that this 
egg had been brought to her from foreign parts by 
her sailor sweetheart, and was in a way a pledge be- 
tween them that he would come back to marry her. 

But fifty years had passed and he had not come 
back. The egg was just where she had put it the very 
day he gave it to her. She dusted it herself. Indeed, 
it was her day’s work. When she hired a lassie to 
do her cleaning she would say: 

“You’re to do everything but dust the egg. Never 
let your hands light on that.” 
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visit at Jean Taylor’s to inquire about her sick laddie. 
But this was never a happy visit, for the minister’s 
wife was always trying to get a close look at Jean’s 
hair. Rumor said that she combed it with a lead 
comb to hide the gray in it, but Mrs. Anderson could 
not be sure if this were true because she never could 
see it near a light. And Jean was not minded to let 
her see it in the light. So the two of them would talk 
and maneuver back and forth, each with her eye on 
the other, till finally the visit would come to an end 
and they would be out on the sidewalk with Mrs. 
Anderson no wiser than she was before. 

But now they would cross to the other side where 
there were no houses and look away down the slow 
sloping river bank to the fast moving water, still 
dappled with bubbles from its dance upon the mill- 
wheel, and to the high larch trees upon the other bank. 

Never must their eyes acknowledge what stood at 
the other side of the street. Never must they seem to 
see the woman standing in the doorway, hands on 
broad hips, nor hear her husky laughter. 

No use to stop here and leave tracts or words of 
comfort. No use to bow the head in prayer for this 
erring sister. Even the Lord could do nothing for 
“Divot* Meg.” 


*Divot: a large grassy sod of earth, used to cover piles 
of potatoes to keep off the frost in winter. 
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She had been barely into her teens when she won 
the name “Divot Meg,” though then it had been inno- 
cent enough, and fairly enough earned. At potato- 
gathering time, when every man was clearing a place 
in his back yard to pile the winter potatoes, Meg 
would come down the street leading a reluctant don- 
key with a cart and crying: 

“Divots, divots for sale.” 

She came so handily that hardly a man would cut 
his own divots, but would wait to buy them from 
Divot Meg. 

But that was a far day now. Meg was no more 
the easy-blushing buxom lass that led a lazy donkey. 
She was thirty or more, and no better looking for the 
added years. But as for that, she had never been a 
marvel for beauty. Her square teeth were spaced 
too wide apart. The tip of her nose had the look of 
having been pressed back with a very determined 
thumb so that her nostrils stared you in the face. 
Her coarse curling hair was like the bright rust that 
comes on iron gates, and her eyes were the red eyes 
you see in very white rabbits. But there had been 
that about her which made men turn to look, and, 
looking, wish to follow. So it could pass for a cer- 
tainty that all good women were born to say ill of 
her, as she was born to merit all their slandering. 

If Mrs. Anderson passed, looking away to spare 
her eyes the sight of that careless godless face, it 
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was no more than others did. And Divot Meg 
laughed at their passing, and on occasions made vul- 
gar noises after them. Especially the righteous 
ones. She had a word for everybody, sometimes a 
half-good-natured taunt for the good-looking ones, 
not wholly devoid of admiration. Though a new 
dress or a becoming hat on a pretty head would bring 
such a volley of lewd advice that few had the courage 
to pass that way wearing anything out of the ordinary. 

She was a roaring challenge that was never 
stilled. Pitouie could not forget her if it would. And 
she could not be ousted from the town, for she owned 
every gray stone of the sordid house which was her 
stronghold. 

This house was called the “White Ship.” Why, 
nobody knew. It had always been called that, years 
before she owned it, though there was nothing about 
it to suggest the name. Nothing white at any rate. It 
was a gaunt three-story building with a blue slate 
roof and a flat gray face. It had many small and 
dirty windows, most of which were broken and 
stuffed with rags, or pasted over with stiff brown 
paper. For this was no home for “Selected gentle- 
men” or even for “Selected ladies.” This was the 
transient home of Knights and Ladies of the open 
road, wayfarers of the King’s Highway. They came 
at sundown, and were gone with the sunrise. Each 
day brought new faces. Though there were some 
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who came year after year, and these Divot Meg wel- 
comed like a mother. 

In the summer-time they never came. The lea- 
side of a hedge or a hay-rick would serve them as 
well. But in the winter, or when it rained, they 
would gather in the “tinker’s kitchen” of the White 
Ship, huddled about the coal range that filled one end 
of the long drafty room. 

Their bundles of food, begged or stolen, would be 
unhooked from the long sticks that carried them and 
spread out for inspection and comment. Half a 
pork pie from Menzies’ Farm, but the taste of that is 
spoiled when Tinker Tom tells that Menzies’ pigs 
died of the yellow pocks. Seedcake, very dry, that 
was from the “wee wifie” at the toll bar. She was 
not minded to give him anything, but he had stuck 
his foot in the door and she had thought better of it. 
Two eggs; well, he chanced to see them in a hedge. 
Potatoes; but everybody has potatoes. They are 
easiest to get. You just go up to where the divots 
cover them. Standing, looking about you as inno- 
cent as you please, you work your foot under a divot 
and scrape out as many as you want. Then quickly 
bend and scoop them into your bag, and away you 
go. Five sausages; no telling where he got them. A 
bowl of potted-head; had to stack peats for an hour 
to get that, but it is worth it. Another has a finnan- 
haddock, lifted deftly off a hake hanging at the door, 
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and stuffed swiftly up the back of his jacket in the 
flash of time it took the good-wife to look back into 
the house and answer his query about the time. 

But some have bought food, good steaks and fresh 
bread. And oh, the scramble and fighting there will 
be over the frying pan, and who shall use it first. 
Once in a fight over it one woman had torn another’s 
eye out. It lay upon her cheek like nothing in the 
world but a peeled boiled egg until the veterinary 
came and popped it back in again. 

The man who took the front bedroom with the 
wooden bedstead was entitled to use the frying pan 
first. He had other privileges also of a more inti- 
mate nature, but these were less prized now than 
formerly, for Divot Meg was not so young as she 
once was. However, the first use of the frying pan 
was still coveted, and considered worth the extra 
penny. 

When the company was worthy of it, Divot Meg 
would join them in the late evening as they sat cross- 
legged upon the floor; each man with his belongings 
safely held in the cage made by his legs, his back 
against the wall, while the occasional lady of the road 
held hers tied in a spotted handkerchief in her lap. 
There were rarely any women, but often there would 
be a pimpled slender boy who would dress up and 
sing bawdy songs in a high female voice. Or Divot 
Meg would sing and dance a hornpipe in her shift. 

But it was when the “Cauld Rice Piper” came that 
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you heard music to warm your blood, no matter how 
many cold hedge-sides had chilled it. 

He must have been fairly daft about rice, for 
there was nothing but rice in his oilskin bag, boiled 
rice, deviled rice, raw rice and rice pudding. He 
never warmed it up but ate it as it was, his oilskin 
bag in front of him, his bagpipes tied upon his back 
so that the pipes stood up behind his head like 
drunken horns. 

Then, there was the “Rose-eyes” with his never- 
to-be-forgotten Cockney accent and his multitude of 
body lice. Most of the guests had lice, but there was 
a belief among them about the lice that the Rose- 
eyes bred. It was thought that they grew and lived 
beneath his skin and only came out to look about for 
a new skin to live under. So they made him sit off 
on the other side of the room, and drew a ring of 
paraffin oil on the wooden floor around him so that 
his lice would not spread. But they loved to hear 
him sing “When the roses come again,” and asked 
for it over and over, though his dismal, bottomless 
coughing would often strangle the words and bring 
them to a gasping stop. There was a wistful mel- 
ancholy even in the Cockney way he mangled the 
words: 


““W’en the rose-eyes come ah-gyne-er, 
W’en the rose-eyes come ah-gyne-er, 
I will meetu, I will greetu, 

W’en the rose-eyes come ah-gyne-er.” 
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But it was the “Braes O’Mar” who was the great- 
est favorite with them. Indeed, all Pitouie loved the 
Braes O’Mar. Whenever he set foot across the toll 
bar bridge all the children ran to meet him, crying 
his name. A name they had given him because his 
first song was always, The Standard on the Braes 
o Mar. 

His suit of fisherman’s blue frieze was double- 
breasted and fastened with shiny brass buttons. A 
bright tartan cravat swathed his neck. Upon his head 
he wore a blue Glengarry bonnet, and no matter what 
the weather, his boots shone with black respectability. 
Under his arm was his octagonal concertina, and in 
his hand a bright yellow staff, for his leg was stiff. 

He would take his stand to sing when the children 
had gathered about him as thick as bees. But first 
with his staff he would draw a circle about himself. 
Outside this c’rcle the children must stand, and 
inside the circle the pennies must fall. Then he 
would hang the staff upon his arm. Out would come 
the concertina and away would go the tune, lilting 
upon the air, till the good-wives came running to their 
doors leaving the potatoes to boil down to soup while 
they stood listening. And he had a way with him of 
appearing to give up and walk on if the pennies did 
not fall fast enough. But they never let him go for 
lack of a penny, for he would artfully hold the 
favorite tune until the last. Then at long length, 
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when he was sure that there were no more pennies to 
be had, he would give them the tune they were waiting 
for, the favorite of all: 


“Oh, she won my heart by sitting and knitting, 
The time that I sat smoking and spitting, 
And ever since then my heart’s gone aflitting, 
For Nanny that lived next door.” 


Divot Meg also was very partial to the Braes 
O’Mar, and gave him the front bedroom with the 
wooden bed at no extra charge. Once he had brought 
a concertina to Divot Meg’s oldest laddie, but the 
laddie showed it to Divot Meg’s sick man and he tore 
it apart with his hands and teeth. Divot Meg said 
it was because the music bothered him. And perhaps 
that was the real reason. 

And then occasionally there would come a silent 
man with close-shaved head. He would stay a week 
or maybe two or three, until his hair grew out. They 
would share their food with him, but not from friend- 
liness. 

The yearly fair brought many strange guests. The 
man with the electric shock machine would come and 
bring his wife who was fairly riddled with elec- 
tricity, they said, and could stick her tongue on a 
forty-volt current with the same ease that a kitten 
puts its tongue in milk. 

And there was the Punch and Judy man, and the 
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one-armed man who ran the heavy-hammer machine. 
Even Ramos, the “world famous pin-cushion king” 
had come to spend a night once when business was 
bad. 

You could stick a pin in any part of him and 
never draw a drop of blood. But it cost sixpence a 
pin, so it was not so popular as other amusements that 
cost less and lasted longer. Divot Meg had a life- 
sized poster of him with pins sticking out of every 
muscle like the spines on a porcupine. It was pasted 
on her bedroom wall. She was so proud of it and 
showed it so often that rumor said Ramos was the 
father of her little Jimmy. But when the school- 
children took little Jimmy and stuck pins in him he 
bled like sixty, so they had no proof of the relation- 
ship. 

At fair time every corner would be filled. Divot 
Meg would move her bedridden man from his own 
bed in the back of the house down-stairs to the room 
where the five children slept. She would hoist him 
on her back and carry him down the two long flights 
asking no one’s help. Whether the ride hurt him or 
not, no one knew. Nothing but his eyes spoke, and 
they cried only “Why? Why?” They had been 
crying that for ten years. 

A small sore upon his tongue made by his clay 
pipe had turned into cancer, and now he had no 
tongue. 
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room? Was it true that not one of the five children 
that called him father was fathered by him? What 
burned behind those eyes that screamed a question 
in the face of God? 

Whatever it was, Divot Meg was afraid of him. 
Her eyes would never meet his screaming eyes that 
reached for hers and tried to make her look him in 
the face. She carried him the thin gruel which was 
all the food his tortured throat could swallow, but 
she looked past him at the wall, or over him at the 
picture of King Edward which hung above his head. 
At first he would strike at her, and she would carry 
his bruises on her face and arms for weeks at a time. 

Now he was too weak for that, but his eyes ter- 
rified her more than any lifted hand. To drive the 
terror out of her mind, and maybe to avenge herself 
for that terror, she would carouse with the men from 
the fair till early morning, and then, courageous with 
whisky, she would go to her sick man’s room and 
standing in the doorway cry out her drunken wish 
that he might be six feet below the grass before 
another day. 

But it was seldom she had the heart for this. More 
often she was haunting the doctor’s house, harrowing 
him with threats and pleading that he find some way 
to cure her man. 

On this particular day when Nancy and Mrs. 
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Anderson passed she was standing in the street door 


watching. As they came out of Jean Taylor’s she 
cried to Nancy: 

“Hey, bairn, come here a minute.” 

Mrs. Anderson made a move that refused to let 
her go, but the command in Divot Meg’s voice was 
stronger, and Nancy turned to face her, leaving Mrs. 
Anderson to cross the road alone. 

Divot Meg looked her over with a half-amused 
curiosity and laughed. 

“There’s nothing of Willie Weams in your face, 
bairn.” 

As Mrs. Anderson stopped and looked back she 
added: “That holy bitch! . . . If you tire of her, 
come here to me. . . . Better be after her now. . . 

I just wanted to look at your face.” 

“Did you know my mother?” 

There was such frank friendliness in Nancy’s face 
that Divot Meg lost some of her bridling arrogance. 

“Aye. I knew Bella Pringle,” she answered 
cryptically. 

“She was bonnie, wasn’t she?” 

Nancy was looking into her eyes, pleading a kind 
word about her mother. 

“Bonnie enough . . . but you'll be bonnier.” 

They were both conscious of Mrs. Anderson wait- 
ing in bristling indignation at the other side of the 
road. 
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“Away you go, bairn,’ Divot Meg ordered. 
“She'll flay you alive.” 

Nancy would have lingered but Divot Meg left 
her, slamming the door of the White Ship upon her 
as if her sudden interest had as suddenly died out. 


The charitable labors of the minister’s wife ended 
in a bilious attack which lasted three days. Old Mrs. 
Anderson vowed it was the venom in her backing up 
in her system. She celebrated her daughter-in-law’s 
down-lying by descending to the dining-room at meal- 
times, and her chortling inquiries about the invalid’s 
health could be clearly heard in the darkened bed- 
room where lay the minister’s wife, turned saffron 
with anger and gall. 

Nancy was tortured between the two of them, 
pulled from the one to the other in a verbal tug-of- 
war. First the old woman would insist that this was 
the very day she must have her hair washed. Barely 
would Nancy get begun on that when the peevish 
ringing of the minister’s wife’s bell would call her 
below. She would start to answer it, but the old 
woman would detain her, crying with gleeful relish: 

“Never mind her . . . waiting won’t hurt her.” 

But a minute later Mary would be crying from 
the foot of the stairs: 
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“The mistress is wanting you... . are you 
deaf?” 

And away Nancy would fly over the protests of 
the old woman. But no more would she reach the 
musty-smelling, dark bedroom where a_ sweetish 
whining came from the rumpled bed, than the old 
woman’s voice would come lustily down over the 
banister, carrying a challenge that was not meant for 
Nancy’s ears alone: 

“Am I to get my death of cold in the head while 
you bother with her havers? . .., . If she’d keep her 
prayers to herself . . . if she’d keep her long nose 
out of the affairs of others, and put less in her 
belivir ay ee 

Here her voice would be drowned as the minister’s 
wife querulously commanded Nancy to shut the door. 
But that would not be the end of it. Before Nancy 
would get the bolster shaken up and put back beneath 
the invalid’s head, the door would fly open as if a 
gale had struck it, and the old woman, standing well 
back in the passage holding her nose queasily, would 
cry: 

“Come out, bairn, before you’re suffocated. 
Foch! Whata stink. An ill-skin is hard to sweeten.” 

This would force the minister’s wife from her bed 
to shut the door resoundingly. She would turn the 
key in it and creep back into her bed saying: 

“Her mind is going, poor thing. . . . Wil- 
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liam speaks of putting her away . . . to some 
place . . ..” (smiling weakly). “But I hate to think 
of that.” 

Something in Nancy would curl up cold with fear 
at the slinking threat in the words. She would try to 
make peace between them, softening as best she 
could the missiles that flew from one to the other. 
But these two would never be reconciled as long as 
life would last. Deep in the marrow of their souls 
they were enemies, sworn to do each other to death. 
They never came to loud words in front of William, 
but the javelins of hate wrapped in velvet flew softly 
past his head day after day as the battle went on 
and on. 


For three days Nancy had tried to escape from 
the house, for she was beset with thoughts of the 
Whistling Boy and yearning to see him again. But 
at every turn she was thwarted. If she offered to run 
quickly to the druggist’s to buy “Sedlitz Powders,” it 
fell out that there were a lot of Sedlitz powders in 
the house. If she thought of buying “Embrocation,” 
that too was useless, for “William was going on a 
visit near the druggist’s and would bring it on the 
way back.” Nothing availed her. If she so much as 
reached out her hand for her hat, some one would 
cry: 
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“Where are you going?” 

And she would have to say: 

“Nowhere. I was just going to try it on.” 

By the evening of the third day she had come to 
the place where she was ready to march boldly down 
the stairs and out at the front door no matter who 
tried to stop her. 

All that kept her from doing this was the wish to 
have on her new dress when next she met him. But 
this could not be for a week or more, and in that time 
he might have stopped thinking of her, if, indeed, he 
had thought of her at all. 

That was the torturous thought. Had he thought 
of her at all, or had he forgotten her, just as he had 
forgotten her the other night when he sat down to play 
the organ? Would he think of her again ai all until 
something happened to remind him of her? He had 
been kind and penitent when they walked home. He 
had shortened his steps so that she did not have to run 
panting at his side, and at parting he had said: 

“Come into the shop to-morrow, won’t you?” 

How gladly she had promised! But had he said 
it because he really wanted to see her again, or only 
as a reward for her blowing, as an apology for his 
forgetfulness? 

In either case, she had not gone. That was a com- 
forting thing to remember if she found that he had 
forgotten her. At least it would look as if she also 
had forgotten him. 

120 


ee * DARK STAR * BRR 


But perhaps he was looking for her every day and 
wondering why she did not come. If,only she could 
be assured of that, she could bear not to see him for 
another week. She could wait till she had her new 
dress to impress him with. 

But no, she could not bear to wait. She had no 
hope to impress him, but only to warm herself at his 
iriumphant gleaming, to stand a little way aside and 
watch the wonder of him. Oh, the melting way he 
held his head. . . . Oh, the glamour of his for- 
ward-looking face! She could not wait another day, 
another hour! 

It was not late, only nine o’clock. The druggist’s 
shop kept open until ten. He would be there standing 
behind the counter in front of the important glass 
bottles with gilded labels written in Latin which he 
could read. 

If they heard her go, or missed her, she would be 
scolded to-morrow. But to-night she would see him! 

She blew out the light of the rose-glass lamp. 
Silver fingers of moonlight came in at the high turret 
windows, and a few pale stars huddled close to the 
window-panes. She felt her way in their wan light 
toward her bedroom door, but before she could reach 
it, there burst upon the quiet night a joyful madrigal, 
shaking its heart with a purling gladness, sweeping 
the huddling stars higher in the heavens, and bright- 
ening the jade-pale face of the moon. 

It was the Whistling Boy! He was at the 
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garden’s-end calling to her. She stood tremulous in 
unbelieving delight. 

Yes. It really was the Whistling Boy, and he 
must have come for her. The pain of her longing for 
him relaxed in the ease of this. She drew herself up 
a little pridefully, and there was the ghost of a coquet- 
tish tilt to her head. 

So he was reaching for her now. Maybe he 
needed her after all, not only for his playing since 
he came so early. No it could not be for his playing, 
it must be that he was thinking of her, wanting to 
see her. 

But he had waited three days before coming, and 
she had blown all night for him. Now, when the 
fancy took him he came whistling for her. Did he 
think that she would run to him at the first calling? 
She thought of her eager trotting by his side, of her 
blistered hands and aching back, and pride grew 
where the yearning ache had been. She tossed her 
head: 

“Whistle! Go on whistling. Ill never come to 
you.” 

She flounced about the room pretending to scorn 
him, pretending indifference to his calling. But in 
the deeps of her female soul she was saying: 

“Now I can bear to wait till I get my new dress 
before I see him! He wants me! He needs me! 
He’s calling me! 
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“Now I can bear not to see him. I can bear not 
to see him as long as it hurts him not to see me.” 

And she took exultant postures before the mirror, 
in the moonlight, like some vain wraith in a triumphal 
dance. 

Sobering a little, she climbed on the high book- 
case and stared down through the turret windows at 
the garden’s-end, searching some dark movement 
which would show her where he stood. 

But the high long hedge made one black wall 
which shrouded smaller shadows, only from its dark- 
ness rose the melodious fountain still commandingly. 

She stood stretched upon tiptoe watching and 
listening, her heart strengthening against him with 
every moment that he lingered. 

As he went from one tune to another, a tang of 
doubt, a hint of sadness crept into the notes, and then, 
quite suddenly, he stopped. She held her breath. 
Waiting! He must, he would begin another tune. But 
silence had taken back the night again. 

Her eyes sirained into the darkness searching the 
moonlit road beyond the hedge. Soon she saw him 
moving slowly down the road away from her, and 
fading at last into the hungry black beyond. 

She climbed down slowly. A small ache nibbled 
at the edge of her heart. She sought to quiet it with 
inward boasting of the way he had come crying for 
her, and the slow moving of his feet as he went empty 

123 


ee * * DARK STAR * F 4 SF 


away, and filled by this she fell asleep at last with a 
prideful smile upon her mouth. 


Dear Nancy Pringle: 

I’m away to Edinburgh on the night’s train. I 
came and whistled to you. I’m sorry you didn’t hear 
me. I wanted to tell you that I’m not to bother with 
druggisting any more but am going back to study 
music. It may turn out that [ll be away to France 
or Germany by Martinmass. I have everything to 
pack yet, so no more at present. 

Yrs truly, 
Harvey BRUNE. 


The letter smelled of carbolic acid and was 
stained at one corner. Even as she turned it un- 
certainly in her hands she wondered who had bought 
the carbolic acid and if the Whistling Boy had spilled 


it on the counter. 


Harvey Brune! The Whistling Boy! She would. 


run now and ask him what he meant by the letter. 
But no, she could not run and ask him, for the letter 
said: “I’m away to Edinburgh on the night’s train.” 

He was away to Edinburg. No, no, he could not 
be away to Edinburgh! She had heard him whistling 
last night. Calling to her. . . 

Calling to her . . . to say good-by. That was 
why he had come whistling. And she had let him go 
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without a word. “Away to Edinburgh,” maybe never 
to come back! “Away to France and Germany.” 
Away from Pitouie and the druggisting. Away from 
the waterfall that looked like Italy. Away from her. 

“I have everything to pack yet.” All his twelve 
pairs of socks without a darn in one of them and 
every one of his fourteen shirts with the name em- 
broidered in fine thread, all to pack. Not a smidge 
or a hair of him left behind, not a sound of his 
whistling, not a lift of his head, not a sight of his 
forward-looking face. All of him packed and away 
to Edinburgh. Away to France and Germany! Away 
from Pitouie! Away from Pitouie! 

“So no more at present.” So no more at present, 
that might mean that he would write again. It must 
mean that he would write again. He had not told her 
yet how it came about that he could leave the drug- 
gisting. He would be sure to tell her that. And if he 
got an organ of his own, he would want her to know it. 

If only he had stayed a little longer that he 
could see her in her new dress! But when he 
came back . . ., He had said nothing about coming 
back. . . . Of course, he would! A body could 
not come to Pitouie and then never come back. Birds 
came back, and flowers came back. Birds came back 
to lay again in their old nests. Flowers came back 
because they had left remnants of themselves in the 
ground. . . . But why should he come back? He 
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had left no nest, no remnant . . . and yet. . 
and yet... 

She put the letter in the walnut box and turned 
the key upon it. Now once more the walnut box was 
the core of her life, now once more it was her des- 
tination. At nightfall she ran home to it, and in the 
days it waited for her secretly. 


BOOK TWO 


Warcuine for a letter from the Whistling Boy 
changed with time from a piercing expectation to a 
bearable waiting. Always the face of her heart was 
turned that way, looking to see the letter come. As 
the years went by, sometimes her heart forgot the 
name of its longing. But still it looked, turned 
always one way, in a nameless waiting. 

At times his name would stab her from the pages 
of a newspaper, or his picture would flash out, leav- 
ing her limp and wounded, but even that, his fame 
and his remoteness, even that also became something 
which could be borne. 

She collected all of them, every line of type 
which told about his genius. All lay in the walnut 
box with his letter; little thorns for ever stabbing her, 
till their half-numbed pain became at last the muted 
tune which was her soul. 

All the currents of her growth inclined one way 
as a plant that leans toward the light. Everything she 
did was done for him, all her studying. Long hours 
spent with Mr. Robertson in the big front bedroom 
at Miss Clark’s. Whole summer evenings, facing the 
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big mahogany dresser with lions’ claws for feet and 
ten glass knobs, to say nothing of the four little knobs 
on the small drawers where Mr. Robertson kept his 
collars and handkerchiefs and his four ties. 

The top knob on the right with the bubble in the 
glass was the one which reminded you that: 

“Raison takes avoir; avoir tort; avoir faim; avoir 
froid; avoir chaud.” 

Did he memorize French by knobs! No! He 
would never need to. Knowledge would just come 
and light on him. Greek and Latin and French. And 
German too. He would speak German. Later, she 
must learn that also. But now this: 

“Non, Monsieur, je ne peux pas le dénouer, parce 
que j ai l'onglée aux doigts.” 

“Non! Say it with your nose! There's no such 
sound in French as the one you're making. Non! 
Non!” 

“Non!” 

The nasal ones were hard. But the throaty r’s 
she could do well. And sometimes, glowering geni- 
ally from under his furry eyebrows, Mr. Robertson 
would compliment her upon these. 

And music, music! She must know something 
about music. He was learning so much with all the 
world laid out before him. At the back of all her 
thoughts was this one, spurring her on. Preparing 
herself. Preparing herself. 
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Preparing herself for what? For him to come 
back and claim her? No. It was a frailer dream 
than that. . . .., For him to come back. For him 
to come back and glance her way. For him to come 
back. . . . It ended there. She could not go be- 
yond. This only was a certainty, he would come 
back. 

She was growing a woman now, and men’s eyes 
lingered upon her as she passed. In the eyes of most 
of them she saw a thing that made her angry and 
afraid. It was as if they said: “So this is Bella 
Pringle’s bairn,” and something deep in them winked 
slyly. She knew that they did not look like this at 
Lettie Taylor, the doctor’s daughter, about whose 
father there was no mystery. It made her keep away 
from boys of her own age, and hurry past the older 
men with downcast eyes. Or if she met one alone 
and his eyes made free with the tender rise of her 
breasts beneath the blue print of her too narrow frock, 
she would blaze at him with angry defensive eyes till 
often he would redden and turn away. But even as 
she did this she was ashamed that it was necessary, 
for if men respected her she would not need to defend 
herself against their eyes. 

If she knew that she was a Fassefern and not the 
child of Willie Weams she could face any look. But 
what was there to tell her? If she were a Fassefern, 
would it not show in her and command respect? 
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Or was the world able to put a name upon her, 
and then by its very thoughts, raise her up or pull her 
down to fit that name? Was she to be lowered to the 
level of Willie Weams because Pitouie secretly gave 
her his name? Or could she by holding herself a 
Fassefern defy their eyes to look at her without 
respect? 

At times she wondered if it was not all a thing of 
her imagining. Perhaps men looked at her as they 
looked at other girls grown near to womanhood. Or 
did she invite their eyes by something in herself? 

She was afraid of this new state, and bewildered 
by strange impulses that rose in herself. Wild blind 
energy which had no focus or outlet. A driving 
curiosity with nothing to fasten upon. 

In the midst of this William Webster, a brother 
of the minister’s wife, came for a visit to the rectory. 

In color he was the same tallowish blond as his 
sister. His eyes were round and the color of clay. 
They were not set deeply enough in their sockets. 
Sometimes Nancy would tell herself that they would 
drop out if he looked down. She would do this dur- 
ing prayers, and shudder at the thought that when he 
looked up there would be nothing but the empty 
sockets looking back at her. His teeth were strangely 
irregular in size. The two upper center ones were 
large, and came together in a right angle, the ones 
flanking these at either side were very small, and 
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pointed as a grain of rice. The eye-teeth were long 
like the teeth of a dog. His smile was more repulsive 
than his frown. There was something in the way 
that he looked at her that made Nancy think of fun- 
gus and toadstools. She hated to look at him, but she 
could not keep from doing it. In his look was a 
covert leer as if he knew some dark thing about her. 

One day she met him accidentally in the long 
passage that led from the library to the foot of the 
stairs. A sense of something eerie assailed her as 
he walked toward her. She was afraid of the meet- 
ing, yet she did not want to avoid it. Something about 
him lured her to know, as a dark cave might call her 
to explore ii, even while its darkness frightened her. 
So she went toward him. 

He barred her way, as she knew he would. She 
pretended surprise, and he laughed contemptuously, 
seizing her bare forearm in his long cold hand. 
Nancy glanced round, fearing some one might see. 

“Scared we’re caught?” he taunted. “Come to 
my room, then. Nobody comes there.” 

She wrenched her arm away and ran past him, the 
blood surging to her face. What was it? What was 
this? He’s ugly, ugly, ugly. She would never see 
him again. His room! Nobody comes there! What 
would he do if she went? What did he mean to her? 
And dimly. she knew that some day she would find 
out. Find out what? She did not know. But some 
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darkly throbbing pulse demanded the answer. Her 
heart kept crying ugly, ugly, ugly. She avoided him, 
pretending she was ill to excuse her from attending 
prayers. But she was ever conscious of his presence 
in the house. Each to-morrow was focused on him 
as on something that would “happen.” 

She tried to speak of it to old Mrs. Anderson: 

“Tsn’t there something queer about Mr. Webster— 
about his face? I don’t like to look at it. Yet I have 
to look.” 

“Tt’s adenoids,’ Mrs. Anderson answered with 
conviction. 

“That J have?” 

“No, bless you. He has them. So has she. Half- 
witted, that’s what it does to them.” 

But Nancy knew that was not the explanation. 

The night before he was to leave, she was on her 
way to her room, carrying the bright copper coal 
scuttle and a glass of milk, when she saw him stand- 
ing near her tower-room door. Here it was! What- 
ever it was! She hated him! She hated him! It was 
his head she hated. It was his smile. It was the way 
he looked at her she hated. Why did she hate him so? 

She went toward him with feet that hurried for- 
ward while her heart hung back. 

When she came near, he took the coal scuttle from 
her and carried it up the narrow stairs to her room. 
He had been there already. The lamp was lighted 
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and the wick turned very low. She followed him up 
and set the milk on the table. He swung the wooden 
bar across the door. 

“Don’t do that,” she said. 

“We don’t want them coming in.” 

“Why not?” 

“You know.” 

“T don’t.” 

He laughed. “How old are you?” he asked. 

“Seventeen. How old are you?” 

“Twenty. Have you ever kissed a fellow?” 

“No!” 

“No?” 

“No!” 

“You're going to kiss me.” He made a movement 
toward her which she avoided by stepping round the 
table. 

“Tm not. Youre ugly. I hate you.” 

“What did you let me come for?” he sneered. 

“T didn’t let you come. You came.” 

“Huh, that’s the way the girls talk. They always 
blame the fellow.” 

She did not answer for a moment. His words 
gave her a sense of guilt, as if she were drawn into 
some sin common to the world. 

“Get out of here,” she ordered. 

“You don’t want me to go.” 

She made no attempt to deny it, but stood at the 
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other side of the table, waiting. It was true that she 
did not want him to go. Something would be un- 
finished. Some clash that must come would be post- 
poned. She must find out why he sneered, why he 
watched her, why she had to think of him, why she 
hated him so. 

It was his face she hated, the sneer upon his face. 
It was as if he knew that she had to think of him, and 
despised her for it. 

“Well, better kiss me.” He reached and caught 
her hand, pulling her round to him insolently. She 
struck him viciously in the face. He groaned as if in 
ecstasy, and swept her into his arms, pressing her 
hard against him. She struck at him again. A part 
of her demanded that she keep striking him. But 
something deeper knew that her blows were useless, 
wanted them to be useless. Something primitive in 
her wanted him to hold her. She twined her fingers 
in his hair and pulled it savagely. He panted, but 
gripped her tighter. 

She fought him more feebly as his arms locked 
about her more tightly. She had a fancy that there 
were two of her, a white prim one that fought and 
pretended, and a black savage one rolling up like a 
warm sea on a hot still night. The white one strug- 
gling because it ought to struggle, pushing with feeble 
silly hands, the black one heedless of it, sweeping 
up in long languorous waves. 
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She had forgotten him. He was no longer a man. 
He was a force, the force of the world surging over 
her, mingling with her dark self. The beating of his 
heart was the sound of the earth, his breath was warm 
wind upon the sea. Her silly hands would fight no 
more, the prim white one was conquered. 

“Come over to the bed.” 

The words crashed through the isolation in which 
she swung, shattering it into a thousand shivering 
pieces. He had spoken! He had a voice! He had 
a face! He was a man! The man she hated. The 
white one rose and screamed in terror. 

“Don’t scream—damned fool!” he hissed, trying 
to get his hand upon her mouth to silence her. She 
screamed again piercingly, staring in horror at his 
ugly face. Some one below answered her. There 
was the sound of a chair knocked over, and footsteps. 

“My God! They’re coming.” His eyes popped 
idiotically, and his lower lip gaped down incredulous. 
He loosened his hold, and she sank against the table, a 
great weakness sweeping down her thighs. His loose 
face stiffened. He slid swiftly to the door, swung the 
bar, and was gone. Nancy clung to the table, staring 
at the black opening of the door. She could not con- 
nect herself with what had passed or what was going 
to happen. Her soul had gone jangling off into a 
void while her body hung like an empty snake skin. 
Thoughts tried to form themselves but could not. 
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The minister, ludicrous in his striped flannelet 
nightshirt, arrived in the doorway, brandishing a 
large umbrella. Nancy’s thoughts rushed back and 
found a focus. She must answer him, tell him why 
she screamed. 

“It’s nothing. I thought I saw a ghost.” She 
wondered why she lied, even as she said the words. 

“T heard footsteps.” 

“Tt was me running. I went down the hall. I 
thought I saw something moving. I screamed and 
ran back.” 

She listened to her explanation in astonishment. 
It came from some part of her that was calm and 
alert while all the rest of her was adrift. She smiled 
faintly, thinking: “That is the instinct of self- 
preservation. All animals have it.” 

Seeing her smile, the minister became conscious 
of his nightshirt. He raised the great umbrella and 
held it in front of him like a screen, conversing with 
her over the top. His wife was crying shrilly as she 
mounted the stairs, to know what had happened. She 
reached his side, clutching her pale blue nun’s-veiling 
dressing-gown about her meager hips, peering with 
eyes that could not see without her glasses, her hair 
hanging in listless drab wisps upon her neck. As she 
looked at them, Nancy thought irrelevantly: “God 
> and she laughed out loud. Mrs. Anderson 
stepped behind the umbrella also. Nancy laughed 
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again. She laughed and laughed, louder and louder, 
and the two in the door stared at her over the spoked 
rim of the umbrella. 

“Hysterical,” explained the minister. “She 
thought she saw a ghost.” 

“There!” cried Mrs. Anderson triumphantly. 
“Her liver’s upset. Too much cream. Just what I’ve 
been saying.” 

She felt delighted and justified by the “ghost.” 
It proved beyond doubt that Nancy must eat her 
porridge with blue inoffensive milk from now on. 

“And more than that, you must be sure to take 
calomel in the morning. This should be a lesson to 
your mother as well,” she added to her husband. “It’s , 
nothing but cream that makes her knee so stiff. I’ve 
told her so again and again, but of course she never 
listens to what I have to say.” She sighed deeply, 
then smiled with benevolent forgiveness. “Well, 
she’s old, and I suppose old people get like 
that u 

When they had finally twittered their way down- 
stairs and left her alone, Nancy went swiftly to the 
mirror to look at herself. She expected to see a new 
strange face there, a face with wise eyes, a face that 
understood the thing that she had only felt. But the 
seaweed-colored eyes stared back from under their 
flying eyebrows, stared back, questioning. 

She sat a long time watching the pearly oval of 
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her face but it gave back nothing of reproach or 
wisdom. Clearly it knew no more than she. She 
leaned toward it and said firmly: 

“That was not love.” 

And then after a pause she added: 

“Love is of the spirit.” 

But the face looked back unscarred by wisdom or 
self-reproach. She had a need to feel self-loathing 
so that she might be purged by regret, but she felt 
nothing of this. It was as if she had passed through 
a phantom fire that left no marks. 

“T have no conscience,” she said, but neither con- 
viction nor regret followed on this. 

“T’m going to be like my mother. [I’m weak.” 
This statement brought no responding echo except 
surprise at her own apathy. She was depressingly 
devoid of emotion. Curiosity and hatred and guilt 
were asleep. If that was the love between a man and 
a woman, it could not attract her again. If it was sin, 
she felt no guilt. It mattered nothing to her if she 
saw him again or did not see him. 

She was sleepy. She yawned widely and took 
her untouched body and her no longer curious soul 
to bed, and slept. 


She met William Webster next day by chance in 
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the garden. He had on the clothes which he wore when 
he arrived, and was waiting for the grocer’s gig to 
take him to the station. His black patent leather port- 
manteau stood between his feet, a funereal-looking 
bag, which somehow conveyed that all its contents 
were ill-smelling. 

He was going away. But it was not this alone 
which gave Nancy the courage to look at him. It was 
the certain knowledge that his dominion over her was 
broken. She knew now that there was nothing in him 
she had to fear. She looked at him and saw that 
there was no longer anything darkly mysterious about 
his shuffling, side-looking face. He was just an ill- 
grown, not very clean, and rather stupid youth who 
could not meet her eyes, but kept burying his gaze in 
the rhododendron bushes at either side. Now that he 
could not look at her and sneer, accusing her of dark 
sins, now that his eyes fumbled before hers, she knew 
that she had to fear, not him, not any one, but some 
betraying instinct in herself. 

He had looked at her with eyes that denied her 
respect, with eyes that named her for an evil thing, 
and evil had come out of her to answer his look. But 
why? She knew that her heart was not evil. Yet at 
his bidding she had betrayed her heart and believed 
evil of it. She was her own betrayer then, her own 
accuser. . 

William Webster was waiting nervously for some- 

139 


ee eee DARK STAR ¥ *# HF F 


thing that she would say, but Nancy had forgotten 
him. She hurried away, leaving him without a word, 
not because he mattered, he was no more than a log 
. that she had tripped upon, but because she wanted to, 
needed to, see Andrew Morrison, the librarian of 
Pitouie. He could tell her what she wanted to know. 
She had planned all day to speak to him. And now, 
with a book of exchange for Mrs. Anderson as an 
excuse, she hastened along to the town hall where the 
dusty lower hall served Pitouie as a public library. 

He was alone when she arrived. She could see 
his face, a white glimmer at the far end of the murky 
room, as he sat towering behind the great library 
table. 

If he smiled she would ask him but not other- 
wise. It was hard to speak with Andrew Morrison 
unless he smiled, and even then, it was not easy. 
Walking up the long room toward him, she felt, as 
always, a sense of awe. For he was a figure to inspire 
awe. Seated behind the big table he dominated the 
dingy long room with its windows hung with cobwebs, 
and its wooden benches piled up intricately at one 
end, waiting for a political meeting or a wedding 
supper to unravel them again. He dominated it, 
making it his throne room, and the high seat behind 
the table, his throne. 

His noble head was set upon the torso of a giant. 
So might Charlemagne have looked upon his throne. 
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So might Cesar have looked in the day of his 
glory. Surely a man built to tower above other men. 
Surely a man meant to lead them. 

There was beauty past beauty in the fine planes 
of his face, there was strength past the feeble strength 
of men. But at times his pain-molded mouth had a 
terrifying bitterness, as of a wrong past all bearing, 
and his wide, slow-moving, gray eyes looked out with 
the anguish of Christ crucified. 

But for Nancy, now and then, the iron left his 
face, and when they were alone sometimes his laugh 
was not a painful thing to hear. 

He was smiling when she reached the table. She 
could see that it was a day for talking. But whether it 
was a day for asking what she wanted to know . 

She seated herself precariously on the edge of the 
table. 

““A bench is more ladylike,” he suggested, expect- 
ing to be ignored. 


9 


“T’ve come asking questions,” she said, obeying 
his suggestion about the bench and seating herself at 
a short distance from him with her knees a little self- 
conscious and prim. 

He colored. She should have laughed at his 
mention of the bench. Her change of seat strained 
something between them. It hinted at a growing 
difference in her, a difference which made him afraid 
of her. 
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“What is it?” he asked, trying to put her back -in 
the guise of a small child asking questions. “The 
distance between earth and the sun? . . . The life 
history of Yeats? . . . The love-life of the dragon- 
fly?” 

“Worse than that,” she laughed. 

“Nothing more out of the Bible! . . .. I re- 
fuse!” 

“Tt isn’t exactly out of the Bible.” 

“The way to candle eggs? Have worms got eyes? 
How long is the Ganges?” 

“This is serious.” She looked at him gravely. 
Her cheeks flushed as she stammered in a nervous 
rush, “It’s very serious. I want to know about 
love. . . . What is love?” 

It seemed to Andrew Morrison that he heard the 
distant drumming of hoofs, the hoofs of a long-ex- 
pected foe. For a moment it seemed that he must 
cry out at her in a vicious voice, saying: 

“Why ask me? What should J know of love?” 

But her eyes were on his face earnestly waiting 
for his answer. 

She looked so childlike seated on the bench, her 
feet toeing inward a little in her seriousness. His 
bitterness passed and with it his fear of her. 

He laughed, cradling his head against the high 
back of his chair. 

“What is love?” He smiled, turning his thought 
over deliciously before he answered: 
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“Some one has said that ‘love is a curious blend- 
ing of benevolence and delight.’ ” 

“But is there nothing else? Couldn’t one feel 
something that was like hate? . ... . Not sweet, yet 
it attracts?” 

“Desire.” 

“And that would be a wicked thing?” 

“T wish it could be disposed of as easily as that. 
However,” his eyes held the shadow of a twinkle and 
his pain-carved lips carried a silent chuckle, “desire, 
or even lust, is what we call it when it is felt by some 
one else. When it is experienced by ourselves we 
dignify it by the name of passion, or even love.” 

Nancy moved restlessly. His flights of cynicism 
always made her uncomfortable. They conveyed to 
her strangely a sense of having wronged him. 

“Why are you interested in love?” The faint 
twinkle was still in his eye, but beside it had come 
the defensive look again, as if he would guard him- 
self from something that she could do to him. 

“I’m not. It’s desire I was thinking about?” 

“Oh!” He looked down at the table to shield 
his eyes from her. 

“T wanted to know ., ., . I was wondering if 
children who are born . . . I mean children whose 
fathers and mothers aren’t married, if they inherit 
wicked feelings more than other people?” 

He was quiet, regarding the grain of the wood 
upon the table before he answered. When he spoke 
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he had ceased to be afraid of something that she 
could doto him. She was only a little girl. His eyes 
were friendly as he said: 

“No, except that people with unbridled desires 
are apt to hand on unbridled desires to their chil- 
dren.” 

“Was it unbridled desire that made my mother 
go away with the medicine-man?” 

“T suspect it was. That, and poor taste.” Quite 
safe from her now, he expanded with enjoyment, 
pausing to roll the next tasty snack upon his tongue, 
savoring the full flavor of its arrogance before he 
gave it with mellow eloquence to her waiting ears:. 

“The thing we call sin is a privilege which should 
be allowed only to aristocrats. The lower class is 
vulgar, and the middle class has a conscience. To be 
acceptable, sin must be without vulgarity or regret.” 

Nancy sighed. He was being very unsatisfactory. 
But she pressed on to her point, granting him only a 
pale recognition of his wit. 

“What is meant by ‘for I was shapen in wicked- 
ness, and in sin hath my mother conceived me.’ [ 
mean,” she stammered, “is it always a sin to be 
ashamed of ?” 

He smiled drolly, as he did when she questioned 
him about the Scriptures. 

“Tt means that the church takes a very depressing 
view of the act of procreation.” 
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“But is it wicked in marriage as well as out?” 

He chortled. And with one eyebrow whimsically 
cocked as if to say: “I’m being very, very amusing 
if not quite accurate,” he replied: 

““As I understand the teaching of the church, the 
act of procreation is most sinful when most en- 
joyable.” 

Nancy saw that it was useless to talk to him 
to-day. She knew this mood. Anything she might 
say would merely serve him as a spring-board to leap 
into space. 

He was not really talking to her. She was just 
a visible thing to address. When he was like this, 
she fancied that he saw about her hosts of kindred 
minds that flashed back at him, answering the words 
that flew half-understood about her head. 

For weeks he would go his dusty way, seeming a 
part of Pitouie, talking in its tongue, brief of speech, 
and sober. Then startlingly, he would become this 
other person, drunk with epigrams, hurling piquant 
blasphemies upon the air. 

In this mood he would neither help nor listen, he 
baffled her. She felt omitted from something, as if 
he had hidden springs of wine at which he drank 
secretly, alone. 

She might as well go home. She pushed the book 
she had brought for exchange along the table toward 
him, saying: | 
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something in big print about pirates.” 

At her words bitterness flickered back to settle 
about his mouth like a scar. 

The book-shelves lay across the room! ‘To reach 
them he must leave his high seat and walk. Walk! 

Seated behind the massive table he was Czsar or 
Alexander. Seated behind the generous table he was 
Plato or Nietzsche. Seated behind the kindly table 
he was a god, a king. Seated behind the table he was 
a man! 

But when he left the high seat and crossed the 
room to find the book, he would be only the torso of a 
man, grotesquely walking on thigh-bones. Grotesquely 
trailing two little wooden coffins in which lay his 
dead-born legs. Propelling himself apelike with 
arms that touched the floor. His head would barely 
reach the table over which he now towered. 

To stand up was tragedy! Tragedy meted out in 
small corrosive grains day after day. To be librarian 
of Pitouie, finding books about “pirates in big 
print”! This was the end of all his high dreaming, 
to live for ever in Pitouie, and to know that he would 
never have the courage to leave it again. 

Once he had left it. The memory of that time 
lay upon him like a burning. He could feel its full 
pain even now. No sting of it was lessened for the 
years that had passed. No dimming of the revelation 
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that he was “different,” that he was something to 
stare at and comment upon. Only in Pitouie could 
he go unmarked. Only in Pitouie. 

At nineteen he had won the bursary and was the 
highest rated scholar of his class in all the length of 
Scotland. He, Andrew Morrison, had won the bursary 
and was away south to Aberdeen, and the University! 

So filled was he with all this that the staring 
eyes of Aberdeen could not pierce him. 

“T’ve won the bursary! And I’m here in Aber- 
deen! Well may you stare!” 

He walked along narrow bustling Broad Street to 
the University, swinging legs that were long and lithe, 
legs that responded to the high singing of his heart 
though they were but legs of his imagining. He took 
a seat well at the back of the empty classroom and 
sat waiting, paper and pencil on the desk before him, 
his proud heart shouting hosannas up and down its 
red canals. 

Soon bright-cheeked lads swung into seats about 
him with awkward shyness. Lads as fresh to the city 
as he. Lads as eager to learn. 

“T’m a part of this! I’m a part of all this,” sang 
the hosanna of his heart. 

A slender lad slid into the seat beside him, and 
with bashful friendliness pushed a bag of lemon 
drops along the desk. Andrew took a few, but could 
not put them in his mouth. He had never been the 
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one to chew peppermints in church, nor could he in 
this more sacred place suck a lemon drop. But to 
show that he prized them he took the clean handker- 
chief from his breast pocket and wrapped them in a 
corner of it. He wanted some clearer way to show 
his friendliness. He thought of the three well sharp- 
ened pencils which rested in his inside breast pocket 
with a fold of cardboard around them to protect 
their points. His companion had produced a little 
stub of a pencil with no point to speak of and was 
trying it out on the pad of paper in front of him. 
Andrew drew one of his prized pencils from his 
pocket and held it out to him. The lad took it, saying: 

“Thank you, sir!” The “sir” slipped out, a clear 
tribute to Andrew’s superior height and dignity. For 
as he sat there, he dwarfed the others, and many 
admiring eyes were turned upon him. 

“Thank you, sir.” The words ran in a warm 
stream through Andrew’s veins. “Thank you, sir. 
Thank you, sir. Thank you, sir.” It was a proud 
day. It was easy to see that he could have friends and 
to spare. He felt himself the taller for their admira- 
tion and looked around with a new ease. 

The professor came in and took his place behind 
the lectern. 

Throughout the lecture Andrew quivered with the 
very ardor of his listening. No word passed him by, 
each found its abiding place in his eager brain. 
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When the lecture had finished he sat in idolatrous 


silence, his eyes clinging to the bantering face of the 
professor as he harried this student and that with his 
laughter-edged tongue. But there was a kindness in 
his harrying, and always he comforted the student 
with a crumb of praise before he took the starry 
circle of applause to wear upon his head like an easy- 
won crown. Never was there such a tongue! Andrew 
Morrison shook with a new-found rapture. From this 
fountain he was privileged to drink. Even he, Andrew 
Morrison. What greater thing could come to 
him? . 

The flashing face behind the lectern was bent upon 
him . . . was asking a question . . . was sin- 
gling him out to make the answer. High rose his 
heart, his voice, proud as a cathedral bell, swung the 
answer over the heads of the class, across the room. 

Back came the sharp chiseled voice of the pro- 





fessor: 

“Be good enough to stand up, sir!” 

Andrew Morrison could not move. 

A drawn sword, it came again: 

“Stand up, sir!” 

The rustling about him was stilled like a breath 
caught in expectation. Hundreds of startled faces 
strained to see. The eyes behind the lectern glared 
angrily. 

Shame swept over him in an avalanche. 
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“Upon your feet, you impudent loafer.” 

Andrew Morrison obeyed. 

His head was barely visible above the desk. A 
gasp rose on the air. Surely this was insult! 

With a furious cry the professor reached for his 
pointer, and rushed, a white-faced vengeance, up the 
aisle. 

“Upon your feet,” he screamed, lashing Andrew 
Morrison about the head as he still seemed not to 
obey. 

“Upon your feet!” 

Andrew said no word. It was not anger that 
looked out from his eyes as the pointer fell in singing 
blows about his head, it was not even pain, it was 
only the puzzled crying of a new-born shame. 

“Out of here. Out of my classroom. You impu- 
dent dog! Stand up! Get out!” 

Andrew Morrison moved into the aisle, the 
wooden boxes clattering loudly. 

The pointer quivered in the air again, but did not 
fall. The professor’s hand trembled in the air for a 
moment, a dying thing crying for mercy. Mumbling 
a dazed word, he fell to the floor. 

Andrew Morrison walked down the aisle past the 
fainting body of the professor, past the staring faces 
of his fellow students. Out of the classroom, out of 
the University, out of Aberdeen, out of the glory of 
his life, back to Pitouie, never to leave it again. 
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Nancy had asked him to stand up. Every day 
now it became more difficult to stand up before her. 
This was the thing that she could do to him. She 
could make him love her. She could add a thousand- 
fold to his pain. But he would not let her. No use 
for her te stand slight and round against the light of 
the window, no use to look at him earnestly, with 
seaweed eyes. No use! Love her! How could he 
love her! He was not a man! One half of him was 
dead, one half of him already coffined. He laughed 
loudly. Nancy could not bear the sound of it. It 
hurt. As if all this bitter laughing flew from his 
throat to fasten about her own, choking her. 

“About pirates in big print.” 

He swung himself to the floor. The wooden boxes 
made a cruel clatter. He called her attention to them. 

“In just a moment. First let me arrange my 
private graveyard.” He straightened the boxes be- 
hind him, laughing. “Really, I ought to get a neat 
little tombstone for each: ‘In loving memory of my 
dear departed right leg,’ only it hasn’t departed. Most 
men bury their dead, while J, as you see, carry mine 
round with me.” 

His eyes dared her to look sorry or kind, dared 
her not to smile. 

She held her face calm until he turned away and 
went trailing his boxes across the dusty floor. The 
old accustomed grief for him racked her throat, but 
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above that and stronger than that was a new anger 
against him. Always and for ever he would give her 
this sense that she had failed him; but now she knew 
that he had failed her, that he had always failed her. 
She wanted to walk quickly across the floor after him, 
crying: 

“What though you are lame on the outside: I am 
lame on the inside, and you will not help me!” 

But what would be the use of that? He could not 
see her lameness because he saw only his own lame- 
ness. It seemed that you went for ever through the 
world crying, “See my wounded heart! What shall 
I do with my wounded heart?” And the world, deaf 
with its own pain, heard you not but cried back 
bitterly: 

“See my wounded heart! What shall I do with 
my wounded heart?” 

She could get no help from him. He was deaf 
with his own pain. If she waited till he came back 
across the floor, trailing the boxes behind him, look- 
ing at her as he came with the sting of a whiplash in 
his smile, she would surely scream in his face: 

“God made you lame—I did not do it!” 

So she ran from the room, not waiting for the 
book, and as she ran she thought: 

“Tm caring only for myself, Pm running away 
from his pain.” 

But still she ran on and felt no guilt. It seemed 
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to her that she had shaken off for ever the grief and 

guilt for his deformity. A grief which she had 
carried for years and a guilt which somehow he had 
compelled her to carry. 

Her feet turned not toward home, but as if 
prompted by a secret voice they hurried toward the 
bridge which opened on the Three Ways. 

One was the avenue which led to Castle Burkley, 
one was the old coach road leading to Callochie. But 
the third led up the brae to the kirk and past the wood 
with the waterfall that looked like Italy. And this 
was the road she took. 

It came to her to find the very spot upon the moss- 
grown dike where she had gone into the wood with 
the Whistling Boy, to follow the path that she had 
followed as he trod before her over the crackling 
leaves, to find him again as she had found him whis- 
tling against the waterfall. It seemed that he never 
could have left that spot, but that he was for ever 
there, waiting for her to come to him. 

She searched the green and gray face of the dike, 
calling memory to help her as she searched, but 
before she had found the spot she saw Divot Meg 
coming down the brae, a great birn of sticks swaying 
precariously upon her bent back. Behind her came 
little Jimmy with a smaller load, but otherwise she 
was alone. 

When the women of Pitouie went out after a high 
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wind to gather fallen branches for kindling, it was 
usual for them to go in a body, making a high day of 
it; the young ones singing songs together, and the old 
ones gossiping or telling lusty tales of their youth, so 
that the woods crackled with the toothless lewd 
laughter of the old dames and with the loud singing 
of the young ones. 

But Divot Meg was never part of this. She 
gathered her kindling where the crowd was least 
likely to go. Nancy, seeing her, hesitated, palpitating 
with fear of Divot Meg’s tongue, yet drawn to her as 
she always had been drawn to her. She stood still 
awaiting her approach, and as she drew near she put 
out a timid hand, asking her to stop. 

But Divot Meg was not minded to stop. She 
hitched her bundle higher on her back so that her 
pink sweating face had to bend lower, and passed 
Nancy, crying back a word to little Jimmy to urge him 
on. Nancy, hardly knowing why she did it, or what 
she wished to say, ran after her, crying: 

“Hey.” 

Divot Meg stopped and swung the bundle from 
her back to the road. Little Jimmy stopped also, 
complaining unreasonably that the thorns in his birn 
were jabbing his back; unreasonably, because if his 
father were Ramos the pin-cushion king, he should be 
able to let thorns jab him without complaint. Divot 
Meg lifted a sharp foot at him, ordering him away. 
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He hurried whimpering down the brae, leaving Nancy 
and Divot Meg to confront each other alone. 

The woman sat down upon her birn, wide-hipped 
and groaning. The branches cracked sharply beneath 
her weight. 

“Well?” 

She was wiping the sweat from her face with her 
bare arm, which was dappled like a plover’s egg with 
large brown freckles, and looking up at Nancy half 
tauntingly. 

Now that she had stopped her, Nancy hardly knew 
what to say. She could only stand and look. Divot 
Meg’s hair, wet with her sweat, curled in small rust- 
colored rings upon her forehead and behind her ears. 
Her bare throat was rosy with her exertion. Her 
heavy bosom rose and fell deeply. She was lush 
with life still. Nancy felt this. Felt that out of all 
Pitouie, this woman lived, this woman was neither at 
the beginning of life, nor at the end of it, but was 
still standing with firm planted feet, boisterously 
laughing in its very midst. 

“Well?” Divot Meg laughed tormentingly. 
“Tired of the holy bitch up at the Manse?” 

“T don’t mind her,” Nancy blushed diffidently, 
‘and I like old Mrs. Anderson.” 

“Getting to be quite a lady, aren’t you?” This 
with a loud laugh. “Your mother would be proud of 


you.” 
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“T often wanted to come and ask you more about 
my mother.” 

“Never ask me.” 

“You don’t—didn’t like my mother?” 

“T never had reason.” 

“Did she—did you quarrel with her?” 

“That’s an old story.” 

“What was it about?” 

“A man—two of them.” 

Divot Meg laughed boisterously. Whatever the 
quarrel had been, there was no real rancor left, and 
Nancy laughed with her. 

“T’d like to know about the men,” Nancy ventured. 

“Oh, there is nothing to tell.” 

“Was—did you know Ramsey Gordon of Fasse- 
fern?” 

“He was one of them.” 

“And the other one?” 

“Willie Weams.” 

Nancy shuddered. 

“You couldn’t—nobody could love a man like 
that.” 

“Like Willie Weams? I’m telling you Willie 
Weams was a lusty lad in his day.” Divot Meg 
laughed softly, as if at some almost tender recollec- 
tion, and sat dreaming with the smile still upon her 
face. 

Nancy felt herself near to a discovery. She 
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prayed that Divot Meg would not get up and walk 
away. 

“Was he your sweetheart or my mother’s?” she 
ventured. 

Divot Meg seemed to have gone back to some 
distant day, her face looked tender and girlish be- 
neath the damp red tendrils of her hair. When 
Nancy spoke she sighed and a shiver passed over her 
as if some cruel wind of memory blew cold upon a 
warm dream, but perhaps it was only the twilight air 
upon her damp hot skin. She rose to her feet. 

“Oh, please don’t go,” Nancy pleaded. “I’ve no- 
body to ask about anything, nobody to talk to.” 

Meg looked at her and laughed shortly, shaking 
off Nancy’s delaying hand. 

“The less you say to me the better for you.” 

She reached for her birn to swing it on her back. 

Tears started to Nancy’s eyes. Divot Meg saw 
them and dropped the birn. 

““What’s the matter, lassie?” 

Nancy, ashamed of her tears, blinked them back 
and shook her head. 

Divot Meg sat down on the birn again thought- 
fully. After a minute she asked kindly but not with- 
out a glimmer of humor: 

“Are you in trouble?” 

“No, no,” Nancy gasped. “Not 
wanted somebody to talk to about things.” 
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“You’re nearly seventeen, aren’t you?” 

Divot Meg was surveying her speculatively. 

“Yes. Seventeen past.” 

“Are you still a maiden?” 

“T think so.” 

“You think so! I never heard of a lass losing her 
maidenhood unbeknowns to her.” 

Divot Meg would have laughed but the bewildered 
earnestness on Nancy’s face stilled her. 

“Do feelings make you lose it?” 

Divot Meg laughed dryly. 

“No. You'd have to go further than that. . 
What’s on your mind, bairn?” 

And then Nancy told her everything that happened 
the night before, the words tumbling over one another 
in her hurry to unburden her heart; of her haunting 
need to know why William Webster sneered, of his 
coming to her room, and the strange new emotion 
which had come to her, and of her screams which 
drove him away. 

Divot Meg sat listening in silence. Nancy half 
fearfully searched the woman’s face as she spoke. A 
smile or a look of disapproval would have brought 
her confession to a quick stop. But Divot Meg was 
merely attentive. There was neither amusement nor 
disapproval in her face. When Nancy had done, she 
said only: 

“You were lucky.” And made as if to rise to her 
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feet and go her way. But Nancy stayed her with a 
hand held out entreatingly: 

“Why was I lucky?” 

Divot Meg relaxed unwillingly. She wanted to 
have finished with this conversation, but Nancy stood 
before her with pleading eyes. She answered re- 
luctantly: 

“T was only sixteen ., .. ..: but I didn’t scream 
like you . . . worse luck.” And then with a 
philosophic laugh, “But maybe as well. .. .; ... If it 
hadn’t been Willie Weams, it would have been 
another.” 

“It was Willie Weams?” 

“Tt was. . . . I can see him yet the first time 
I saw him. He came walking his stallion along the 
turnpike on his way to Rossorty fair. I was in the 
moss, casting divots by myself. Id got the best part 
of a cariful cast, and was sitting down on the heap 
near the roadside, resting a bit. It was a day like 
this, warm and lazy. I hadn’t much on but my shift 
and my wincey petticoat. 

“He came up and stopped the stallion and asked 
me if I had a match.—He wasn’t pock-marked then, 
nor near so fat as he is now.—He was bonnie enough 
to look at and had a lusty eye on him. I was bashful, 
never had much to say to men. I told him I hadn’t a 
match. He said, ‘I ken fine you have,’ and said I was 
close-fisted. I swore that I hadn’t. He said he 
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wouldn’t believe me till he put his hand in my pocket 
to see for himself. 

“T said to him that I hadn’t a pocket, which I 
hadn’t in that petticoat. He laughed and said that 
he’d better come and see for himself. With that he 
tied the stallion to the stump of a tree and came 
over to me. 

“We began wrestling together on the pile of divots. 
I wasn’t angry with him. In fact I liked him. And 
I fought with him and laughed till I was fairly pant- 
ing. I thought I’d like to have him for my lad, and 
maybe marry him. I thought maybe he was thinking 
the same, and I didn’t fight him much when he fell 
to kissing me. I cried later, but it wasn’t because I 
was angry, though he hurt me, it was more because I 
knew that he’d got the best of me, and because he 
hadn’t given me time to offer him what he took. I 
was in love with him before he left and watched him 
as far as I could see him down the road, and I laughed 
and cried together with happiness because he was to 
meet me at the fair next day. .... .” 

Divot Meg’s face had grown strangely like a little 
girl’s. She stopped speaking. When it seemed that 
she would not go on again, Nancy asked: 

“Did he meet you?” 

“T went into Rossorty next day looking for him. 
T took my divots along to sell there, though I had 
meant them for Pitouie folk. I soon saw that Willie 
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Weams had told it for a fine joke. At every turn 
somebody laughed in my face and men were after me 
like bees. I left my divots in the street and ran away 
to hide my head. He hadn’t meant anything. I was 
just another lassie .., . .” 

“He was a beast!” Nancy cried. 

Divot Meg shrugged. 

“Oh, I was willing enough, I suppose. And he 
was used to willing lassies. There is something about 
walking a stallion from mare to mare that gives a man 
a free air about such things. . . . Anyway life was 
different after that. He told it over the countryside, 
and finally I fell into the character they gave me.” 

“Did you see him again?” 

“That night. There was a dance. I knew I had to 
brazen the thing out now. So I went to the dance. He 
was there dancing with Bella Pringle.” 

“My mother!” 

“They were very thick, and every time I passed 
he whispered something to her and they laughed; 
though I could see she didn’t really want to laugh 
but she wanted to please him. 

“When the dance was at the height just at mid- 
night, young Ramsey Gordon from Fassefern came 
in to honor the occasion. Your mother was working 
at Fassefern Castle at this time, and there were 
rumors that Ramsey Gordon had an eye for her. That 
was enough for me. I wanted to spite her and to 
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show Rossorty folks that I had some spirit left yet. 
So I walked up to Ramsey Gordon and asked him 
for a dance. He laughed and took my arm and called 
for the lancers, and we led the lancers together, me 
and the young laird. That was a fine flea in Bella 
Pringle’s ear, for she daren’t so much as speak to him 
in public because of being a servant at the castie. He 
danced with me again, for I led him on to thinking 
that I was well experienced with men, all to have 
him make over me in front of Willie Weams and 
Bella Pringle. .. . . Bella didn’t get much satisfac- 
tion out of taking Willie Weams. It wasn’t a week 
before he was through with her and telling it every- 
where that he was fairly drowned with the way she 
cried on him, and that any man that liked salt water 
was welcome to her. It was the spring of the next 
year that your mother left Fassefern Castle. . . .” 

“You think Willie Weams was my father?” 

“Willie Weams, or Ramsey Gordon, what dif- 
ference does that make?” 

“Tt makes a lot to me. There is good blood in 
the Fasseferns. Good women too. But Willie 
Weams!” 

Divot Meg smiled. 

“Willie Weams is not so bad.” 

“Do you think that I take after him?” 

“Not that I can see.” 

“But maybe it’s inside me—the resemblance. 
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What could make me feel like I felt last night?” 

“Just nature.” 

“But everybody isn’t like that!” 

“Everybody that’s healthy, some time or other. 
It was just an accident. You were keyed up with 
changes in your body and he happened to be there.” 

“You don’t think it’s nasty?” 

“The thing that’s natural is never nasty, lassie. 
Never let them tell you that it is.” 

“But I hated him for making me feel like that.” 

“That was because you didn’t love him.” 

“Does that come into love too—good love?” 

“That’s more than half of it ..... . at first, any- 
way. 

“T wouldn’t want that.” 

Divot Meg gave a dry laugh. 

“It?s to be hoped you get over that idea. Id 
sooner see you grow up to be a clean-minded strumpet 
like me than a dirty-minded holy bitch like the 
minister’s wife. God may not like either one of us, 
but T’ll get a lot further ben heaven than she ever 
will, mark my words on that.” 

“But I want to be good,” Nancy was wistful, 
pleading for her friendship. 

“You can be that without being nasty-minded 
about it.” 

‘Am I nasty-minded?” 

Divot Meg relented. 
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“No, you're a nice wee lassie. Just forget about 
what happened last night. Count it no more or less 
than a bellyache. It won’t happen to you again like 
that because you know what to avoid. But don’t set 
yourself against love, and get a sour face thinking it 
is beneath you and too vulgar for you. Because the 
Lord created it for a beautiful thing many a million 
years before you were ever thought about. And it 
will be one of the best things in nature many a million 
of years after you are gone. And if you come to the 
end of your life a maiden, the maggots won’t find 
you a bit better eating than if you had lived your life 
the way the Lord meant you to live it. 

“You see, my lass, passion has its place in life— 
not the biggest place—It’s the dirty-minded, virtuous 
women who give it the biggest place, it’s an ugly sin 
to them and they spend their time sniffing round it as 
if it were a smelly drain. But passion is neither the 
dirtiest thing in life nor the biggest. It’s a part of 
life that’s beautiful, but it’s a small part. So put it 
out of your head till it comes to you with love, and 
then you'll know what to do with it.” 

While Divot Meg was speaking Nancy had seated 
herself on the birn beside her. She timidly put her 
hand on Divot Meg’s freckled forearm, clinging to 
her. Here at last was some one who gave her bread 
when she asked for bread, who answered her with 
wisdom, not with epigrams. 
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“But Pm frightened for fear I’m going to be a 
bad woman. People expect me to be bad because of 
Willie Weams and my mother. That’s why I think 
about it. It was people knowing about you and Willie 
Weams that made you do things.” 

Divot Meg did not answer, but sat still, thinking. 
Nancy was clinging to her freckled arm as if to insure 
her not leaving. Soon a strange half-smile flitted over 
Divot Meg’s face, and her eyes held an amused 
twinkle in check as she said: 

“Come to think of it, Willie Weams couldn’t be 
your father.” 

“Couldn’t he?” This in an eager gasp. 

“What month were you born?” 

“June. June the thirtieth.” 

Divot Meg appeared to ponder deeply. 

“June ... June ... that makes .. . let me 
see . . . I’m pretty near sure that the fair that year 
was the first week in September.” 

“But it’s always in October, isn’t it?” 

“As a rule. But that year it was an early 
harvest. . . . It was September all right. . 

And Willie Weams was sick and tired of your 
mother. . . . He would never go back after the 
fair.” 

“Then I’m a Fassefern.” 

“There’s little doubt of that.” 

“Oh! Oh!” 
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“Will you be any fatter for that, do you think?” 
asked Divot Meg in a kindly taunting way. She was 
looking at the girl with a new look of affection, as if 
she had recreated her. There was ironic amusement 
in her face as well, as if she were laughing at her- 
self for the lie she had told to make Bella Pringle’s _ 
bairn happy. “Will you get longer in the legs, think 
you, because you’re Ramsey Gordon’s bastard in- 
stead of Willie Weams’?” 

“T’ll be braver. They can look at me any way 
they like now. [ll know. . . .” 

“There’s one thing won’t help you any with them, 
and that’s talking to me.” 

“Vl do that no matter what they think.” 

“You'll do nothing of the kind. [Pve wasted more 
of my time on you now... .” 

Divot Meg roughly Bashect Nancy off the birn and 
took hold of it. There was a sound of wheels ap- 
proaching. 

“Away you go ahead,” Divot Meg ordered. 

“T won't. I like you... I’m not ashamed... 

Round the corner came the four-horse carriage 
of the Lady of Burkley (the Lady of Burkley 
scorned a motor-car), and seated along with her lady- 
ship was Mrs. Taylor, the doctor’s wife. 

To Nancy’s dismay Divot Meg turned upon her 
with loud taunting cries and laughter, so that the 
people in the carriage could not fail to hear her. 
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“Think you are too fine to talk to me, do you? 
That for you!” and she made a vulgar noise. “Who 
are you but the bastard of Ramsey Gordon, a Fasse- 
fern bastard! That! That for you!” 

She raised a hand as if to strike Nancy. The 
carriage stopped with protesting cries from the ladies. 
The footman swung his whip at Divot Meg, driving 
her off. She laughed vulgarly, telling the Lady of 
Burkley to keep her false hair on, and advising Mrs. 
Taylor to find out where her man went at night, and 
finally she went blasphemously down the road, crying 
out on Nancy for a proud-born bastard that thought 
her tongue too fine for common use. 

Nancy was crying convulsively. Thinking it was 
the taunting tongue of Divot Meg that made her weep, 
the ladies made room for her in the carriage and the 
footman fairly lifted her in on the palm of his hand. 

“Tt’s a scandal. A woman like that attacking a 
mere girl.” The half-senile face of the Lady of 
Burkley was red with anger under her too black hair. 

“‘She’s a disgrace to Pitouie,” fumed the doctor’s 
wife. 

“No! No! No!” Nancy sobbed. 

“Not you, my dear,” the Lady of Burkley’s thin 
veined hand patted Nancy’s arm _ reassuringly. 
“Youre all right.” Then in a curious voice, “What 
was that she said about Ramsey Gordon?” 

The doctor’s wife leaned forward and whispered 
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something in the Lady of Burkley’s ear. The Lady 
of Burkley whispered something back, and they both 
looked at Nancy speculatively and nodded their 
heads. 

Nancy dried her eyes. She meant to claim her 
friend. She meant to tell these women what she 
thought of Divot Meg. 

“She’s a good woman,” she said in a voice that 
dared them to contradict her. 

The Lady of Burkley whispered to Mrs. Taylor, 
Mrs. Taylor whispered back. Then the Lady of 
Burkley in her uncertain shaky voice said soothingly: 

“Of course she is, my dear. Every girl’s mother 
is a good woman.” And she nodded benevolently. 

“Divot Meg is a good woman,” Nancy said firmly. 

Mrs. Taylor looked startled. But the Lady of 
Burkley, beaming like a foolish saint, nodded agree- 
ably: 

“That’s right, my dear. That is the true Christian 
spirit.” 

Their complacent benevolence was overpowering 
Nancy. She wanted to suffer for Divot Meg’s sake, 
to proclaim her goodness to the world. But the Lady 
ef Burkley had found a theme which suited her 
doddering garrulousness. 

“That’s right, my dear, always be charitable. 
Jesus has said: ‘Love your enemies. Cherish those 
hearts that hate you; still in your right hand carry 

168 





* % * * F DARK STAR ¥* *% ¥ BF * 


gentle peace to silence envious tongues.’ Or was it 
Shakespeare who said it?” 

“Tt was Cardinal Wolsey, I think,” Nancy ven- 
tured, abandoning all hope of making them listen to 
her story of Divot Meg. 

“That’s right, my dear. Of course it was Cardinal 
Wolsey. . . . Well, no matter, it’s the right spirit, 
especially in the young. . . . I’m glad to see you 
know your Shakespeare. Now my dear dead husband 
always said: ‘If a man has some good horses, some 
well reeket whisky, Shakespeare and the Bible, he 
can’t go far wrong.’ And I think that’s very 
true. . . . I’m glad that Shakespeare is your favor- 
ite poet . . . that is as it should be.” 

“But he isn’t my favorite,” Nancy faltered, not 
wishing to take credit where she did not deserve it. 

“He’s not!” 

“No, Yeats is, just now, but I often change.” 

“Yeats?” 

“W. B. Yeats.” 

“W. B. Yeats. I never heard of him.” 

*He’s an Irishman.” 

“Oh, Irish!” as who should say, “No wonder I 
never heard of him, and who wants to hear of him 
indeed.” 

But this was a subject dear to Nancy’s heart: 

““He’s a lyric poet. He wrote: 
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“I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree, 

And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles 
made; 

Nine bean rows will I have there, a hive for the 
honey bee, 

And live alone in the bee-loud glade. 
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“Indeed he wouldn’t have peace,” bridled the 
Lady of Burkley. “There’s no peace where there’s 
an Irishman. . . . As my husband used to say: 
“Give them one thing, and they want another . . 
offer them Home Rule and they don’t want it. Tell 
them they can’t have it, and they fight to get 
it!” . . . I don’t doubt for a minute that the only 
reason he waits a cabin is because he has a fine house 
in town, and his wife pacing the floor wondering 
where he is, while he’s away building a cabin 
of . . . what was that he built it of?” 

“Clay and wattles.” 

“Wattles?” 

“T think maybe they’re something like divots.” 

“Why couldn’t he say divots then? . . . Shift- 
less Irish havers living in a divot house, with his wife 
all by her lone . . .” 

“Maybe it’s not divots—I think maybe it’s litile 
sticks.” 
¥E . while he’s away in this glade. . . 
what kind of a glade was that?” 
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“ “Bee-loud?’ ” 

“Loud with the noise of bees.” 

“There he goes. Why couldn’t he say loud bees 
and have done with it? . . . ‘beeloud’. .. I 
hope you’re not filling your head up with such rub- 
bish. Tennyson is the poet for a nice girl to study.” 

“My Lettie can say The Coming and Passing of 
Arthur from start to finish,” said Mrs. Taylor, glad 
to get her tongue in edgewise. 

“That’s as it should be. And so could I at her 
DRE NG cones 
And they both looked at Nancy disapprovingly, 
but Nancy was not to be downed. 

“T don’t admire Tennyson much,” she said coura- 
geously. 

“You don’t!” Mrs. Taylor and the Lady of Burk- 
ley exchanged scandalized looks. “She doesn’t admire 
Tennyson!” 

“Andrew Morrison says Tennyson is quite a 
mediocre poet.” 

“Young lady, do you realize that Queen Victoria 
herself appointed Tennyson to be poet laureate—I 
should think that proves whether he’s a great poet or 
not! The dear old queen would never have so much 
as let this wattle Irishman set a foot in Buckingham 
Palace, let alone Balmoral, which she certainly liked 
better than any of the English palaces, and who can 
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blame her. Englishmen are all right in their place, 
but there’s nothing like a Scotchman, as my dear dead 
husband always used to say. as 

So the Lady of Burkley, Bes ae and anile, 
finally brought Nancy to the door of the parsonage 
and volubly told young Mrs. Anderson how they had 
rescued the child from the blows of Divot Meg. 

It was little use for Nancy to remonstrate with 
them or try to tell them the true story. Her attempts 
were silenced with an acid: 

“Your elders are speaking.” 

So she went up to the west gable in search of old 
Mrs. Anderson. But the room was empty, for Mrs. 
Anderson had gone for a drive with her son. 

The “queer sister” at Menzies’ Farm had taken 
three fingers off with the turnip hasher and the 
minister had been sent for. The drive lay along by 
the Martin Wood, and Mrs. Anderson had gone to take 
the air. Tucked under the frill of her black taffeta 
cape she carried her prized bottle of smelling-salts to 
present to the unfortunate creature, who was said to 
be neither man nor woman, and who now had lost 
three fingers, as if fate had not been cruel enough 
already. 

As she came into the old lady’s room Nancy 
noticed that it smelled of burning cardboard and glue, 
and saw that the small grate was heaped with charred 
and blackened papers. Apprehensive, she stirred 
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them with the poker, turning up the charred remains 
to discover what had been burned. Out of a ring of 
golden brown a girl’s young face was still visible, or 
there remained only a uniformed arm to tell that this 
had been the portrait of a soldier. 

They were the cherished portraits and letters of 
old Mrs. Anderson’s courting days. The packages 
which on certain days of the year she opened and 
read. 

Nancy looked about her. The rest of the room 
with its chairs unnaturally set against the wall, and 
its dusting of flea powder in the corners as a final 
insult, told her who had been there. 

Still, it was unthinkable that even the minister’s 
wife would burn the old lady’s love-letters, and the 
portraits of her girlhood days. What possible excuse 
could she give for doing that! 

Nancy hesitated what to do. Should she gather 
up all the ashes and carry them away, and so spare 
the old woman the sight of them? Later when she 
searched for the album she could tell her about it. 

She heard the Lady of Burkley’s carriage drive 
away crisply over the gravel below, and very soon 
came the fumbling, short-sighted steps of the min- 
ister’s wife up the dim-lit turret staircase. Nancy sat 
still as she entered and did not look her way. A 
tremor of goose-flesh passed over her as the minister’s 
wife started to speak. 
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“I’ve been burning everything that breeds fleas.” 

Nancy felt her peering at her in expectant hostil- 
ity, waiting for her reply, but she said nothing. 

“There’s an epidemic of typhoid, the doctor 
says—and fleas spread it.” 

Still Nancy did not speak. 

“Tf I let this room be the way that she would have 
it, we'd all rot with disease and dirt. It’s a mercy that 
she goes out sometime so that I can burn the rubbish.” 

Her tone was growing more defensive every 
minute. It was clear enough that she felt guilty, that 
perhaps she was even beginning to regret what she 
had done. She prodded at Nancy with words, trying 
to make her retort. But Nancy never would be drawn 
into argument with her. She sat silent in childlike 
misery, her heels caught in the rung of the chair, her 
hands lying in her lap. Her silence infuriated Mrs. 
Anderson, who turned upon her waspishly: 

“Have you nothing to do but sit nursing your 
hands? There’s more than a dozen pair of socks to 
be darned. . . . It’s a wonder that you wouldn’t 
have some ambition to get out and earn your liv- 
ing. . . . You’re old enough not to be eating the 
bread of charity I should think. . ., .” 

“Tl go any time you want me to. .. . but I 
thought I couldn’t go till I was eighteen.” 

“Be that as it may, you might at least try to earn 
your bread while you’re here.” 
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“T’l] ask Mr. Anderson if he will let me go out to 
service.” 

“You'll do nothing of the kind, you trouble-mak- 
ing little viper . . . as long as you’re needed here, 
you'll stay here. ., ... .. Do you think we’ve fed and 
clothed you for years just to have you go out to 
service the minute you are able to be of some use!” 

“T could pay you for what you’ve spent on me 
out of my wages.” 

“T want no more of your back-talk. .. . . Away 
you go and darn the minister’s socks.” 

Nancy rose, glad of the chance to go. This was 
no new harangue, in fact it was so common that Nancy 
and Mrs. Anderson had a name for it. They called 
it “the bread-of-charity tirade.” There were others 
which came in their season. All of them were de- 
signed to show that the minister’s wife was a long- 
suffering martyr in a world of ingrates, but they were 
also especially designed to distract attention from 
some sly act of hers. 

As she climbed to her own room with the darning 
basket upon her arm, Nancy wondered what tirade 
the minister’s wife would use when the burning of the 
letters was discovered. 


Old Mrs. Anderson took the burning of her treas- 
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ures with strange quietude. She stood looking at the 
little grate heaped with charred curled papers. She 
hardly needed to look closer to know what they were. 
Nancy, standing beside her, saw her hands tremble 
and clutch for a moment pitifully, before she sought 
a chair and sat with them entwined tightly. 

“She said it was because there was an epidemic of 
typhoid,” Nancy explained. 

Mrs. Anderson nodded like some one who scarcely 
heard. After a while she spoke and her voice was flat 
and hopeless: 

“Look in the box and see if she has burned the 
program for the Masons’ ball . .. . it’s blue with 
a little blue pencil. . .. ...” 

Nancy. obeyed. 

“It isn’t here ., . ..; there’s nothing here but 
your marriage license.” 

Mrs. Anderson gave a short laugh: 

“She would leave that.” 

She sat a while, silent and contemplative. Pres- 
ently she rose. 

“Take out my lavender silk . .. . the one with 
the rose-point lace .. .., .. and I'll wear my best lace 
cap.” 

“You’re going out?” 

“No. I’m going down to eat my supper in the 
bosom of my family.” 

There was a suppressed excitement that was al- 
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most gaiety about her as she dressed. Nothing would 
do but Nancy must get out the rice powder and the 
Florida water, and her best cameo brooch. 

She wore a small lace cap upon her head. For 
she still followed this style on ceremonious occasions, 
though fashion had long since set it aside. She wore 
it not as an admission of her years, nor yet as sign 
of her respectable widowhood, she wore it as a grande 
dame wears a tiara, as a queen wears a crown. It 
sat regally upon the crisp silver waves of her hair, 
and beneath it her black eyes were luminous. 

““You’re like a picture,” Nancy cried admiringly. 
“TY wish you'd wear it oftener.” 

“Tm going to . . . and my shot taffeta as 
well.” There was grim mischief in the short laugh 
she gave. 

As Nancy followed in the stately wake of the old 
lady’s rustling gown, she had the feeling that she was 
about to see the first act of a play, perhaps the first 
act of a tragedy, for it was no light caprice that made 
the old woman change the habit of many years. 

The minister’s wife, penurious and drab, was al- 
ready at her place when they came into the dining- 
room. William was entering from his study. At 
the sight of his mother coming to eat with them, he 
exclaimed in delighted surprise. William had al- 
ways hankered for a closer bond with his mother. 
When he was younger he had almost courted her in 
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his effort to be nearer to her. But she had always 
pushed him away. The nature that could have for- 
given and adored a son who was a spirited braggart, 
could not love or forgive this spiritless man of God 
with his respectable tepid love for his sallow-skinned 
wife. 

“T’ve taken a sudden turn for the better, William,” 
she announced. “If this keeps up, I'll have no more 
trays.” 

The minister’s wife said nothing as William found 
his mother a seat and placed it near himself, but she 
seemed to grow more yellow and more peering. 

She was nervously on the rack for fear the burned 
portraits would be mentioned. Old Mrs. Anderson 
knew this and flirted around the edges of the subject, 
asking William if he remembered this and that, and 
the day he had his picture taken on a cardboard 
elephant. The minister’s wife would stiffen at each 
approach to the subject, holding herself ready for de- 
fense. But just as she was about to cry out, “I 
know what you're leading up to!” the old lady would 
drop the subject as lightly as if no thought of burned 
portraits had ever been in her mind, and the min- 
ister’s wife would venture to lie back in her chair 
tremblingly relaxed. But not for long. The old lady 
would not let her rest: 

“And, William, do you remember when you were 
fourteen, we went to Fraserhead and had our pictures 
taken on the merry-go-round?” 
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Tt seemed to William that he was finding his 
mother at last. He seemed to be finding again some- 
thing that he had never really had. The picture she 
wove of them young and merry together, riding on 
cardboard elephants, comforted and pleased him. 
They really had been close friends then, and she had 
loved him. They had laughed together in those days 
and had had their pictures taken on merry-go-rounds. 
He was delighted at the thought, and in his gaiety 
recklessly bolted one mouthful of food after another 
without the requisite number of “chews.” 

He sensed nothing of the cross-current between 
the silent woman on his left and the laughing woman 
on his right, nor could he have understood what made 
his mother paint this merry picture of the solemn 
little boy whom she had dragged from one show- 
ground to another in a vain attempt to make him play. 

He loved this new picture of himself and kept 
turning to his wife to make her see it also. But she 
was hostile and sullen. Into William’s mind crept 
the thought: “She never wants me to laugh, that’s 
why I’ve changed . . . she’s so different from my 
mother.” 

The thought grew upon him that his merry nature 
had been warped by this too sober companionship, 
that even his health had suffered by it. As he was 
thinking this, his wife said taritly: 

“You’re simply bolting your food, William. ... 
Pll be up half the night bringing you hot water.” 
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This irritated him unreasonably. He turned his 
back squarely upon her, giving her no answer, and 
continued to give all his attention to his mother and 
very little to mastication. 


Nancy’s heart was set on speaking further with 
Divot Meg. Her first impulse had been to tell old 
Mrs. Anderson all the truth of the encounter, but each 
year now she was withholding herself more and more 
from the old woman. Not from lack of affection, but 
because she came to see that the old lady lived in a 
state of timorous watchfulness for fear she would go 
the way of her mother. If she made any move to 
open her heart to her, the old lady would be watching 
for something behind her words, rather than listening 
to her words, and she would pounce on this or that, 
making it the text of a sermon to prove that Nancy 
must guard her very thoughts lest the evil in her rise 
up to destroy her. 

At first Nancy had been terrified by this, sharing 
the old woman’s fears. But as she grew older she 
found herself thoughtfully selecting the confidences 
she would make, not from fear of the old woman’s 
sermons but to spare her from anxiety, so that the re- 
lationship between them had subtly changed, and now 
it was Nancy who was guarding the old woman, from 
life rather than the old lady who was guarding Nancy. 
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To tell her about Divot Meg would mean to tell 
her about William Webster, and that was unthinkable. 
Besides it would not be wise to speak of Divot Meg. 
For despite her kindly nature the old lady would 
never be able to see Divot Meg as anything but an 
evil influence to be avoided, nor would she understand 
that, to Nancy, Divot Meg had shown something of 
the face of God. 

Jesus might have sat upon the bottom of an up- 
turned boat on the shores of Galilee talking to His 
disciples. just as Divot Meg had sat upon the birn of 
sticks talking to her. Never before had calm truth 
been given to her as Divot Meg had given it. The old 
woman had given her truth colored by her loving fear 
for her, and Andrew Morrison had given her the bitter 
half-truth of one who looks on life knowing that he 
may not live it. But Divot Meg had given her the 
truth as life had shown it to her, uncolored by fear 
er cynicism. And to Divot Meg she must go. 

Her heart yearned toward her urgently. She 
wanted to go to her and lean upon her breast. She 
wanted to cry out her friendship for her before the 
world. But first she must go and plead with her not 
to turn away. 

She walked up the one-sided street in the long 
summer gloaming, when all was like a late day that 
had held its breath. Nothing moved in the tepid 
light. Sleepy little houses nodded side by side, and 
the river water slipped softly by under the larch trees. 
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She reached the many-windowed, gray-faced 
house. It slept as peacefully as all the street. 
Nothing moved anywhere. She hesitated to make a 
sound, feeling that to knock upon the door would 
wound the silent night, might make it bleed. She 
leaned against the gray house comforted by the 
touch of it, and looked up and down the quiet street. 

Would Divot Meg know that she was there and 
come to her? Where did she sleep? Was it at the 
front of the house or at the back? She stood away to 
look at the many windows, taking each one from the 
top down and asking it a question. As her eyes came 
back to the window near the door she saw a square- 
fingered hand with a dappled forearm pulling to- 
gether the turkey red curtains upon the window. 

It was Divot Meg! Nancy went softly to the door 
and pecked upon it gently with her finger-nails, con- 
fident that Divot Meg would open it. She pecked 
again and waited. But Divot Meg must first put on 
her clothes. So she leaned patiently against the door- 
post, watching the street and following in her mind 
each move that Divot Meg was making. Now her 
hair would be pinned up: now she would put on a 
petticoat over her nightgown: now a short wrapper: 
now her slippers, one of them is lost, she is looking 
for it under the bed. . 

But still the door stood sullenly shut. Maybe 
Divot Meg had not seen her. That must be it. She 
went back to the window again and tapped with her 
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nails upon the pane. The curtains stirred, but did 
not part. Some one was looking through them. It 
was Divot Meg, but she would not show her face. 

What could she do now? Divot Meg knew that 
she was there but she would not open for her. She 
leaned her face against the window, not looking in, 
but pressing in so that Divot Meg would feel her 
pleading. But no response came. 

It came to her that if Divot Meg opened the 
window even a little she would push her hand in and 
keep it there. Even if Divot Meg brought the window 
down on it, that would be happiness. She longed 
for her to do this. The pain of it would seal the 
bond between them, would ease her of the sacrifice 
that Divot Meg had made. 

Divot Meg had taken the whip-lash upon her 
shoulders to put her right with Pitouie. If she could 
bear a scar for Divot Meg, something in her breast 
would be comforted. 

But the window did not open. Nor did the cur- 
tains stir again, but through them Nancy felt eyes 
upon her, frierdly eyes. She tried to say something 
to them, and strove to read what they were saying to 
her, but all she knew was that they were sending her 
away, and she did not wish to go away. She needed 
Divot Meg. 

Needed her for what? To tell her that she was 
brave enough to be friends with her in the face of all 
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Pitouie. But Divot Meg was refusing to let her do 
this. She had put her right with Pitouie at the price 
of a whip about her neck. To insist on speaking to 
Divot Meg was to undo what she had done, was to 
throw her sacrifice back at her. It was insulting 
Divot Meg to refuse her sacrifice. Yes, she could 
see that, but why could not Divot Meg see her 
secretly? She could let her come in now when all 
Pitouie was asleep. Was it friendly of Divot Meg 
to hold out a hand and then to snatch it away when 
she needed her so much? 

But did she need Divot Meg? Did she need any- 
body to lean upon now? Of course she did not! 
That was what Divot Meg’s eyes were saying to her 
through the window curtains: “You’re a Fassefern! 
What help can Divot Meg be to you? What help do 
you need?” Divot Meg had taken away her hand 
because she knew that she did not need help. 

She held her face close to the window to let Divot 
Meg see from it that she had understood. She felt 
the eyes upon it satisfied with what they read, and then 
she turned away. As she went there was a friendly 
feeling behind her as if Divot Meg were pushing her 
on with warm palms pressed against her back. 

She was no longer afraid of her body, nor of her 
soul, nor of life as it would clash against these two, 
but, strong with a new strength, she went proudly down 
the sleeping street . . . a Fassefern walking alone. 
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BOOK THREE 


Nancy was almost twenty now. For more than 
two years she had been assistant to Andrew Morrison 
at the Public Library. There were times when she 
felt that he had invented the position to give her some- 
thing to do, and at other times she felt that he had 
done it so that he could have the upper hand with her, 
could order her life, and possess it. 

There was an impassioned current between them 
that was not unlike hostility. It gave her a queer 
sense that part of him was her enemy. He had a 
strange way of appearing to think that she was biem- 
ished by her birth. She did not believe that he really 
thought this, or respected her less for it. But at times 
when she seemed to hold herself too high, he would 
say something to bring Bella Pringle before her, or 
hint of Willie Weams. It made her wonder some- 
times if secretly he hated her. 

But one day as he stepped from his chair before 
her, his boxes clattering on the floor, she happened 
to see his face wincing as he glanced at her to see if 
she had heard the noise, and the thought came to her: 
“He is my clattering boxes. When I step out proudly 
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he clatters to remind me that I am a cripple. He does 
it because his boxes clatter to remind him. . 

He wants me to be a cripple also. . . . But ’m not 
one! I’m not a cripple!” 

She still lived at the parsonage although she had 
been free since she was eighteen to leave it. 

She longed to live alone. The old hankering for 
a “personal door” was still upon her. But yet she 
could not go. There was in the parsonage a threaten- 
ing thing that boded ill for old Mrs. Anderson, a 
soft-footed danger that would not show its face. 
Nancy felt that if she left, it would come mercilessly 
from its hiding-place and destroy the old lady. 

Old Mrs. Anderson felt this also, though she 
never spoke of it. But it was agreed silently between 
the two that Nancy should remain. 

She paid for her board there by doing all the 
necessary things for the old lady in the evenings, and 
so appeased the minister’s wife. 

Young Mrs. Anderson had grown more and more 
bitter against the old woman, nor was there any limit 
to the lengths that the old lady would go to bait her 
pallid daughter-in-law. She would even endure the 
company of her lugubrious son for hours at a time 
in her turret room just because she knew that his 
peering wife was haunting the staircase in a reek of 
jealousy. Indeed she had altogether taken her son’s 
heart. He “bore with” his wife now, carried her with 
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patient humility as if she were a cross, but he no 
longer gave her that tepid affection which had passed 
between them for love. 

The younger woman knew this, and her hatred 
was a stalking thing, yet the old woman continued to 
provoke her with a recklessness that made Nancy 
tremble. 

She had thought of taking the old woman away 
from the parsonage and finding some small place in 
the village where her salary and the old lady’s pit- 
tance would cover their needs. But it was useless to 
suggest this. She soon saw that the zest would be 
gone from the old woman’s life when she could no 
longer bait her daughter-in-law. At the very men- 
tion of “living in peace alone” the old lady wilted 
in her chair and sat beaten and meek. “You'll be 
leaving me then, if I don’t move with you?” she asked 
plaintively. And Nancy shook her head. 

“No, I won’t leave you.” 

“Except to marry,” said the old lady very 
cheerily. 

“Whom would I marry?” Nancy laughed. “The 
old sexton, or Mr. Robertson?” 

“Two fine catches,” chortled the old lady. “And 
don’t be forgetting the banker.” 

“Kighty-two if he’s a minute.” 

“Or the accountant.” 

“And he’s consumptive.” 

187 


ee ee *E DARK STAR * ¥ HO F 





“Somebody will come along one of these days,” 
the old lady assured her. “It’s when you least expect 
it that love comes round the corner.” 

Nancy wondered if it ever would. Her love for 
the Whistling Boy had become the fabric of a dream. 
When she thought of him returning now, there was 
pain in the thought. It would be easier to have him 
stay away for ever than to have him return and not 
love her. Sometimes she asked nothing more of life 
than that it should leave her her dream of him. 


One morning when she arrived at the library she 
found Andrew in high fettle. Had his legs been 
normal, he would have been pacing the floor ex- 
citedly. As it was, he sat with a leashed tumult in his 
white face that made her cry: 

“Something has happened?” 

“It has that.” There was a letter lying on the 
table before him which he kept smoothing out with his 
hands, -as if he expected by this process to make it 
larger. “Tt has that.” 

“What?” 

“We have two libraries.” 

“No! Where?” 

“This, as you see.” He waved comprehensively. 
“And . . .” He leaned forward to impart the next 
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momentous words with all the honor that was due 
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them. . Fassefern Castle 
“Oh! How?” Nancy heard her own voice com- 
ing faintly out of a big hollow. 
“Ramsey Gordon’s will. . 
“He gave us the library?” 
“He gave the castle and grounds to the people of 
Rossorty for a park and public library.” 
“But us? . . . How do we get it?” 
“T’ve been appointed librarian, caretaker, general 
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factotum and what-not.” 

“Aren’t there any relatives?” 

“None on the right side of the blanket. . . ., 
He’s the last.” 

Andrew was not meeting her eyes. He was indeed 
refusing to see that this was her father he was talking 
about, that this was the home of her fathers which 
he so glibly spoke of as a public library. He was 
doing it to pierce her, and she must not let him see 
that he was succeeding. 

“Marvelous,” she managed to get out, with a suit- 
able amount of enthusiasm. “And how shall we run 
both?” 

“T thought we’d take them week about. You can 
stay here while [’m there.” 

“Is it .-. . is it right away?” 

“Oh, no! We'll have to get the books catalogued 
and that sort of thing. . . . Besides, the Castle is 
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rented for four months. Yes . . . I suspect we 
will have to make arrangements with the tenant to go 
there.” 

“Ti’s a year since Ramsey Gordon died, isn’t it?” 

“A little over. ., . : Funny that he should have 
lain in bed fifteen years with consumption. He’s 
about the only Fassefern to die naturally. . 

Had more courage than the others I suspect.” 

“T don’t think it was lack of courage that made 
the Fasseferns kill themselves. . . . Maybe it was 
an excess of it,” Nancy said quietly. 

“Umph! . . . Well, neither you nor I know 
enough about them to have an opinion.” 

What was this determination on Andrew’s part to 
deny her any kinship with the Fasseferns? It was 
almost a personal offense to him to say anything that 
tied her to them. 

He wanted to quarrel with her again. She often 
felt that he was trying to bring about a clash of 
emotion between them, and some instinct warned her 
to prevent it at any cost, some instinct which told her 
that Andrew would be the one to suffer if it happened. 
So she smiled and said: 

““We won’t see much of each other, that way.” 

“T can’t flatter myself that it will grieve you 
much,” he said, his lip forming into the delicate 
painful twist that answered as a smile. 

“You’re the only friend I have, Andrew .-. 
the only man friend.” 
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“Man! Mademoiselle, I thank you.” He bowed, 
ironic and bitter. 

She slipped into her place at the desk where she 
worked. Here he could not see her face, and she 
could control the angry tears that pressed against the 
front of her throat painfully. She was not sorry for 
him. She was not! She was not! It was not fair 
of him to be so bitter. 

“TY wonder if I shall be able to leave old Mrs. 
Anderson,” she said after a while, not turning round. 
“Perhaps I should stay here and you go to Fasse- 
fern.” 

“That won’t be possible. . . ;.. There won’t be 
much to do at Fassefern. The Rossorty people don’t 
read much.” 

“I’m frightened sometimes about the old lady.” 

“You’re neurotic about the old lady.” 

“Maybe,” said Nancy in a way that meant “I 
don’t think so.” 

“Youre not normal,” he snapped viciously. 

Nancy laughed: “A compliment? Or an insult?” 
She looked archly back over her shoulder. 

Andrew laughed, and the tension between them, 
which had been so strained, relaxed again. 


Old Mrs. Anderson would not hear of Nancy 
sacrificing the chance to go to Fassefern. 
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“That’s fate,” she said. “It’s right for you to be 
there, and you’re going there, left-handedly, just as 
you were born to it, left-handedly.” 

“T’m worrying about you though; [ll be gone 
every other week for a whole week at a time.” 

“I can master her,”’ asserted the old woman, not 
giving “her” a name since they both knew whom she 
meant. “T’ll have Mary give me other food than 
what she intends for me.” 

“Do you think she would go that far?” Nancy 
was aghast at the suggestion. 

“No, I don’t. That’s why I’m taking precau- 
tions. . ., . It’s the thing you think won’t happen 
that you should guard against.” 

“She wouldn’t do that.” 

“Never! Never!” agreed the old woman. “But it 
will make her fairly frothing to see me act as if I 
thought she would. . . . I wouldn’t miss doing it 
for a pile of siller.” 

“You shouldn’t stir her up all the time,” Nancy 
reproved. “You must promise me not to provoke 
her the weeks that I’m away.” 

But the old woman laughed on a high key and 
promised nothing. 

It was a week after this that Andrew and Nancy 
stood in the great hall of Fassefern Castle under the 
eye of the dubious housekeeper. 

“I can give you rooms, of course,” she admitted, 
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“And I can give you food . . . but . . .” She 
stopped to struggle with the unprecedented situation. 
For in which rooms should she put them? And in 
which hall should they eat? Were they to be classed 
as a higher kind of servant, or must she treat them 
as quality? The young lady was quality from tip to 
toe, as anybody could see, and would fit like a finger 
in a silver thimble anywhere. But where would a 
body put a man with boxes on his legs? Should she 
take a kindly way with him and lead him back to the 
servants’ hall, or must she call him “sir,” since it was 
plain enough that he must have an education or the 
Master would never have appointed him to take care 
of his books. 

But before she could decide, Andrew took the 
matter out of her hands by saying: 

“Tt is not our wish to disturb the tenant in any 
way, so if you will take us to the library, I will then 
be better able to tell you which rooms we will take.” 

So it was as “quality” she must treat them. 

“Very well, sir,” she said. “The library is in the 
west wing . . . as far as possible from the organ.” 
She was leading them along a flagged and vaulted 
corridor which was broken every now and then by a 
somber vaulted door. “The master never liked to be 
disturbed by it, when he was reading. But if he 
could hear the playing we have now . . «, Still he 
never was one for music.” 
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“Ti’s a wonder he had an organ,” said Andrew 
affably. 

“Oh, that was put in before his time, sir. It’s a 
fine organ, they say . . . and now it’s blown by 
electricity, which is a great saving of labor.” 

She stopped before a door of greater size than the 
others. It was vaulted and studded with iron, and 
across it a heavy bar was swung. 

“That’s the main entrance to the east wing, where 
the young man himself is,” she said. “It’s never to 
be opened. .. . . That’s his orders, sir.” There 
was warning as well as information in her tone. 

“Oh, we will never bother him,” Andrew assured 
her. 

Nancy was saying nothing, hardly hearing them. 
A painful hush had fallen upon her ever since the 
gates of Fassefern Castle opened to admit them. She 
had felt that when the gates rolled back she would 
see her people, all her own people, all the past and 
gone Fasseferns, waiting to welcome her. But the 
wide yellow drive had stood empty between its smooth 
green lawns. The high copper beeches had held their 
heads haughtily skyward, and the dark rhododendron 
bushes, hunched upon the bright green lawn, slept in 
the warm spring sunlight, heeding her not. 

But still her heart had gone flying up the drive 
before her, greeting each tree and bush with wide- 
spread arms: “Oh, my tree; oh, my bush; oh, beech 
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tree of my ancestors, speak to me. See, I have come 
home.” 

It was in the great hall that she found herself 
truly home at last. Andrew had stood alien upon 
the silken rugs that pulled upon his wooden boxes 
when he tried to walk, but under her feet they spread 
free and friendly for her to walk upon. The dark 
vaulted roof reached down its arms in welcome, and 
the bright marquetry panels of the walls, glinting 
with ivory and colored stones, smiled warmly upon 
her. 

“Moorish influence,’ Andrew had explained. 
“All this inlaid work . .. the architecture 
too... though it is almost Grecian in 
places . . . very little Gothic. . . . They were 
great travelers, the Fasseferns .. . . smugglers too, 
of course . . . and pirates. . . . Much of this 
came from Spain after the fall of the Moorish 
Empire.” 

She wondered at him as he glibly explained every- 
thing to her. Could he not see that this was her home, 
that no one need explain the Fasseferns to her? 

She could hear him still explaining as he walked 
with the housekeeper down the long corridors, while 
she walked far behind as she always did so that she 
might not pain him by towering above him. 

“Stone corridors of course . . . very Gothic 
heres’. « « Gothicidoormic'..” 
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How could he go on like that? Could he not feel 
the Fasseferns listening to him . . . laughing at 
him? 

The housekeeper opened the door of the library 
to let them enter. A pleasant smell of old books came 
out to meet them. 

“What books! What books!” cried Andrew, 
moved at last, as he took a book in its thumb- 
print calfskin binding out of its place. “Look, 
Nancy, . . . engravings . . . such illustra- 
tions . . . a ‘grand family, knew books, knew 
EPI Birt: 

Moved for the moment out of his customary 
cynicism, he turned impulsively to the housekeeper: 

“I'd like to write the history of the Fasseferns.” 

“What need would there be of that, sir?” she 
asked, feeling a little superior now that she saw his 
admiration. 

“To tell the world about them.” 

“Everybody knows about the Fasseferns,” she 
answered pridefully. “It’s the first thing a bairn 
hears, and the last thing an old wife tells. . . . A 
Fassefern is a Fassefern! . . . What would they 
be needing with a testimonial!” 

“Not a testimonial,” Andrew hastened to explain. 
“A history. . . . You see their history has never 
been written.” 

“Never been written!” She looked down at 
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shorter than he was. Something dammed up in her 
burst with savage pride. “Never been written, 
sir! . . . It’s on the walls there! . . . Five hun- 
dred years of it. . . . It’s in the heart of the 
countryside... . Its on the rocks and in the 
caves. . . . Aye. . . Her old voice quavered 
despite the pride in it. “Aye, and it’s written on the 
bottom of the sea.” 

Nancy found her eyes glazed with tears. She 
wanted to put her arms round the prideful old 
woman’s neck; she loved her for being so human, so 
boastful of the family she had served, but already 
she had become the proper servant again. 

“But those things won't be interesting you, sir,” 
she said. There was a tang of condescension, and 
Nancy loved her for this also. “So if you'll excuse 
me, sir, I'll be leaving you now.” 

“Emotional old party,” he said, raising a cynical 
eyebrow after her, but nevertheless this did not sue- 
ceed in giving him back his superiority again. He 
doubtless felt this, for he sought a high chair behind 
the big table and enthroned himself there. 

“T wonder who the tenant is, who plays the or- 
gan?” Nancy said. She always felt a quickening 
toward any. one who played an organ. “You wrote 
to him, didn’t you, for permission to come?” 

“Yes.” Andrew said nothing more. So she asked: 
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“What is his name?” 

Before he answered her there was a pause, a 
pause so long that Nancy knew what name he would 
say, before he answered: 

“Brune.” 

“Harvey Brune?” 

“Yes!” 

“Why didn’t you tell me? . . . How could you 
not tell me?” 

“T didn’t think of it . . . Why would it inter- 
est you?” 

Oh, she must not betray herself to Andrew. . 

But she must already have betrayed herself. . 
He must have known long ago or why had he not told 
her before? 

She calmed her voice, holding out of it the purls 
of triumph that cried: “He has come back to me! 


!”? and said: 


He has come back to me 
“But he’s a great musician now, and he used to 
be in Pitouie, at the druggist’s shop.” 
She did not know if Andrew was deceived by this. 
He was wearing his iron face, anything might be going 
on behind it. 


“We must meet him,” 


she said with a carefully 
conventional enthusiasm in her voice. 

“Oh, I don’t know why we should pursue him,” 
Andrew replied coldly. 

“Only because we knew him in Pitouie.” 
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“Tf he had wished to remember Pitouie people, he 
would have said so in his letter.” 

“And he didn’t say anything? Didn’t remember 
you even?” 

Andrew smiled his razor-edged smile. 

“He said we could come here, on condition that 
we would be ‘neither seen nor heard’ because he had 
a great deal of work to do and must have quiet and 
solitude.” 

This did not hurt her. It gave her a picture of 
him endlessly alone, endlessly playing, endlessly 
writing music, until one day when fate would bring 
him back to her. 

“He sounds like a hermit,” she laughed, liking 
her vision of him. But Andrew shattered this while 
she was still making it. , 

“A hermit! Women will never let him be a 
hermit,” Andrew laughed. “He is the best catch in 
Europe. . . . He has wealth, his genius has 
already brought him fame, and he is handsome 
enough to turn their heads if he had nothing 
else. . . . He has to run away from them some- 
times . . . to get some work done.” 

Was Andrew saying all this to hurt her, to kill the 
joy in her heart? But could it be true? . . . Oh, 
could it? . . . But, of course, it was true. How 
strange that she had not ever thought of this. Harvey 
had been away from her, in her thoughts, but away 
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from her in a world as empty as the world she lived 
in. He had been away from her in a mist-world filled 
with organs and pianos and vague people without 
faces who clapped their hands over his music, and 
wrote pieces for the paper saying he was greater than 
Chopin. 

But he had not been in a mist-world. . . ., He 
was “the best catch in Europe” . . . “handsome 
enough to turn their heads.” . 

What was this queer hurting that had come to 
her? She had never known it before. . . . Was 
this jealousy? 

“Oh, God, give me back my dream. . . . Give 
me back my peace!” 


She had been there four torturous days, and she 
had not seen him. She did not wish to see him. She 
wished more than anything that some morning the 
housekeeper would come and say to her in hushed 
tones: 

“The young man himself is dead, miss: lying 
peacefully in his bed.” 

That would put everything at rest in her soul 
again. Dead, he would be hers; but living, he was 
“the best catch in Europe,” who must run away from 
women sometimes. . 
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Tt could not be borne. She was on the point of 
asking Andrew to let her go back to Pitouie. But 
what would be the good of that? She could not run 
away from the pain in the middle of her that was 
like a grinding mill. It ground so constantly that she 
prayed for sleep to go on and on, prayed that she 
might never wake and think of him and start the mill 
again. . 

She had managed to deceive Andrew. He no 
longer thought that Harvey Brune was anything to 
her, and had stopped speaking of him. She could 
not have borne to let him go on. He seemed driven 
to prove to her that Harvey Brune was out of her 
reach, just as he seemed driven to prove to her that 
she had no kin with the Fasseferns. He seemed hap- 
piest when she was humbled as he was, blemished as 
he was. 

She could almost always remember his reason 
and forgive him for hurting her, she could almost 
always say to herself: “It is because he suffers so.” 
But she could not do this about Harvey. He had to 
be stopped. And so she had stopped him. But at a 
questionable price. It alarmed her a little now, and 
shamed her. 

A thing had lately been showing itself, a faint 
thing that almost was not there. Indeed, if you 
shrugged your shoulders and said “Nonsense,” it 
disappeared altogether. It was nothing more than 
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the lingering of Andrew’s eyes in hers, a sort of hold- 
ing on to them after he should have let them go. His 
eyes would not linger and say something, they would 
just linger as if this look were a prelude to a thing 
that must come, a thing which had not come. For she 
had not allowed it to come. She would snap the look 
off with a crisp smile, and its danger would be over. 

But now to prevent his talking of Harvey she 
had let the look linger and had not snapped it off, 
but had pushed it gently away with the falling of her 
eyelids. This had done a strange thing to Andrew. 
He had ceased altogether to say things that would 
hurt her, had ceased even to remember Harvey Brune. 
His voice had a quality in it that made her want to 
weep for him, and want to fly from him. 

All day now she was gently pushing away the 
lingering look with falling eyelids. It frightened 
and tired her. She tried not to meet his look but even 
if she did not, she could still see his great gray cruci- 
fied eyes lingering upon her. 

It was like standing in a silken snare that had 
not yet sprung, but which would spring if she moved 
ever so slightly in the wrong direction. And every 
direction was the wrong direction. She dare not stay 
in, and she dare not spring out. . 

They had been together constantly for four days. 
She must, must get away from him even if only for 
an hour. 
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“Andrew, do you mind if I go for a walk? It’s 
so sunny . . . and it’s sure to rain to-morrow.” 
She asked it without looking at him. She was quite 
safe to say that, he would never ask to walk with her. 

“Nancy, Pve been driving you like a slave . . .., 
I didn’t think.” He was full of self-reproach. “Go 
on, take a long walk . . . [Il finish this up.” 

“T will then.” She smiled but did not let him get 
the look he reached for, and in a fleet moment she 
was hurrying down the cool stone corridor . . . 
free. 

She went out past the kennels where drowsy dogs 
lay with the sun upon them . . ., nobody to hunt 
with them now. Where would they be going 
soon . . . sold to somebody. . ., . 

She found a bridge over a dark slow-moving 
stream. Peering under it she saw dark eels with 
white bellies, swimming about in their queer 
way. . . . The going of the Fasseferns would not 
trouble them. . . . 

The road led her into a ragged wood that was dif- 
ferent from the well-groomed wood that lined the 
drive. Here fallen leaves lay undisturbed beneath 
the ancient trees. The sun came through in coins of 
light between the leaves, and new green ferns spread 
out their feathery hands to catch its dancing gold. 
Yellow primroses dappled the ground, and tender 
moss made velvet stippling on the ash-gray bark. 
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Squirrels slipped pertly about, examining beechnuts, 
and little gray rabbits with snowy upturned tails sat 
down to watch her pass. 

There was a scent upon the air too sweet to be 
the smell of primroses, it spoke of summer more 
than spring, a languorous scent that hung upon the 
warm air caressingly. 

A ravine cut across the wood, narrow and deep. 
As she reached it, Nancy saw that it was filled with 
blooming hyacinths. Deceived by the warmth of 
their sheltered nest, they thought that June had come, 
and their waxen blue flowers sent forth their heavy 
fragrance with ardor of summertime. Nancy sat 
down on the edge of this. 

Her uneasiness about Andrew had faded. Very 
likely most of it was her imagination. Thoughts of 
the Whistling Boy crowded in upon her though she 
tried to keep them away. She told herself that she 
wanted never to see him, that she wanted him to go 
away, to go back into memory again and be only 
the little boy who could hurt her, only a very little 
now. But yet she knew that all her heart was listen- 
ing, praying, hoping, yearning to see him, to hear 
him, to touch him. 

What would he be like? What would be left of 
the boy who stood against the waterfall and whistled 
for her? What new things would be added to him, 
what dear things would be lost? 
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And even as she thought this, she saw the flash 
of white trousers between the trees and knew that he 
was near, that he was coming toward her. . . 

His head was bare! Of course his head would be 
bare, she never could have pictured him wearing a 
hat. He was swinging along loosely in the delightful 
way that young men walk before dignity sets in. His 
dark coat was hunched up at one side to let him bury 
one hand deep in his trousers pocket. How tall he 
was, and how brown! And oh, the way he held his 
head! By that one thing alone she would have known 
him anywhere! 

She rose to her feet and stood in his path. A 
frown appeared upon his face at the sight of her, at 
the sight of any one in these private woods. But as 
he came nearer he smiled, and his smile was difhi- 
dent, almost apologetic. She was so slim and small 
in her pale yellow frock, standing beside the hyacinth- 
filled ravine, yellow primroses about her feet, that 
she seemed a part of the woodland, part of the flowers 
that grew there, and he seemed to be the intruder. 

He stopped before her. She searched his face. 
How startling were his eyes, so brightly blue in his 
lean brown face, and how beautiful the thick blond 
lashes that curled away from them. He colored 
under his tan, embarrassed by her gaze. 

“T knew this wood was haunted,” he laughed, try- 
ing to regain his poise. After all she was the 
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intruder, no need for him to feel diffident before her. 
These woods were his till autumn. 

“And I know who you are,” he rallied. “You’re 
the dryad who makes the primroses bloom.” 

“That is quite simple,” she said. “You could tell 
that from the color of my frock.” 

“Oh, but I know other things about you too,” he 
cried, not to be slighted like this. 

“What things?” she asked, half veiling her eyes 
and smiling. 

“Mysterious things,” he said darkly. 

“Oh, yes?” she chuckled. “For instance?” 

“They’re not things to be told off the bat like 
that,” he objected. “If you ask me to sit down, and 
if you treat me with proper courtesy and respect, I 
may be persuaded to tell you—but noé otherwise.” 

She laughed joyfully, seeing him from under half- 
closed eyes, seeing his face without looking at 
it; feeling his lean brown hands without touching 
them. Her heart was as light as thistledown upon the 
wind. She wondered at it that it did not float out of 
her breast and go sailing away through the trees. She 
laughed again, thinking of the funny sight it would 
make. 

“May I sit down?” he coaxed. 

“Oh, do,” she laughed. “I’m dying to hear the 
‘mysterious things.’ ” 
They sat down together on the brink of the ravine, 
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he, sitting cross-legged like a tailor, facing her, she, 
leaning her back against a tree, her slim legs crossed 
in front of her. 

Her eyelids were heavy with an amorous sweet- 
ness which had come upon them since she looked at 
him. She wanted to look at his face a long time, but 
she could not because her eyes would always veil 
themselves as if too much happiness frightened them. 

“Do all dryads have fabulous hair?” he asked 
earnestly, his eyes upon her waving amber hair. 

“Fabulous?” 

“Meaning: ‘passing the limits of belief.’ ” 

How delightful he was! How sweet to have him . 
say such things to her. Oh! Oh! She must not let 
him dazzle her so. She must keep back her heart 
till she knew more of his. She must remember that 
he was the best catch in Europe and had to run away 
from women to get his work done. 

“You were going to tell me the ‘mysterious 


>» she reminded. 


things, 
“Well! First of all,” he paused to create a sense 
of the great importance of what he was going to say. 
“Yes?” she questioned, glancing up for a second, 


a smile quirking irrepressibly at the corners of her 


mouth. 
“First of all, Pve met you somewhere be- 
fore . . . in Germany or Italy . . . or maybe 


it was in my dreams.” 


207 


ee ee HE DARK STAR * ¥ *% HF F 





“Dryads don’t go to Germany or Italy,” she mur- 
mured, her eyes on her lap. 

“In my dreams then!” 

“T don’t think they inhabit dreams either.” 

“Oh, you’re wrong. They do... . or at least 
they will!” 

“And second of all?” she prompted, hurrying 
him away from dangerous ground, though she wanted 
to have him linger there. 

“Second of all, I know I’ve met you somewhere. 
I’ve met your eyes often!” 

“Often?” 

“Yes. [’m always meeting them. I met them in 
the British Museum once .. . .” 

“Dear me!” 

“They were in a necklace . . ... a queer green 
necklace.” 

“Mildewed, I suppose,” she said with a flippancy 
that astonished herself. 

“Please have some manners,” he implored. 
“Even a dryad . . .” He waved his hand to com- 
plete the protest, and went on reprovingly. “As I 
was saying before I was so rudely interrupted, I saw 
them in a necklace . . .” 

“A queer green necklace.” 

“Of wicked oriental stones, that had no name.” 

“Poor things!” 

He refused to acknowledge this interruption. 
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“The next time was on a dark night . ., .” His 
voice rolled down ominously. 

“Yes?” Breathlessly. She was pleased with her- 
self. If she could just maintain this air of playing. 

“But I don’t think you’re interested . . . you 
don’t look at me,” he objected. 

Her eyelids fluttered up to give him a reproachful 
smiling glance. 

“Why don’t you look at me?” he asked, leaning 
nearer till the faint fragrance of tobacco reached her 
sensitive nostrils. 

“What do you smoke?” she asked. 

“A pipe.” 

She smiled. That was exactly what he ought to 
smoke. And it would be a very big, very crooked 
pipe, she knew. 

“But I keep it very clean,” he hastened to add. 

She laughed: “TI like pipes.” 

“What else do you like? Do you like organ 
music?” he asked eagerly. 

“That’s the music I like best. . . . But I don’t 
like working the bellows much,” she added cryp- 
tically. 

“Who would? . . . Just as if you could with 
hands like that!” He sat forward and examined 
them with his eyes. “They look as if they had been 
carved from white jade.” 

She looked down at them, thinking of the time 
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when they protruded red and chapped from the too 
short sleeves of her black frock, and of how she had 
iried to hide them from him. They lay now poised 
and assured in her lap. 

“T play a little,” he said. “Would you let me 
play for you some time?” 

She hid a smile at his modest description of his 
playing. 

“There are things I say best on the organ,” he 
explained. 

“The ‘mysterious things,” for instance?” 

“Yes. Those, and other things. . . . There 
seem to be so many things I have to tell you,” he 
cried, mystified by the sudden need he felt to reveal 
himself to her. “Isn’t it strange? I don’t even know 
your name, but I want to tell you everything I’ve ever 
thought!” 

Nancy said nothing. She had gathered a handful 
of little red-brown beechnuts, and was pouring them 
from one hand into the other. He sat beglamoured, 
watching her. The air moved over them in warm 
scented puffs, caressing them, little squirrels came 
near inquisitively, and birds looked down marveling 
at their stillness. But they sat silent, held in a spell 
of nearness. 

He leaned forward and caught some of the little 
nuts as they poured from her hand. They were warm 
from her touch, He held them close between his 
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palms. She stole a bemused look at him, and he 
looked back at her with eyes that were disturbed and 
pleading, eyes that said: “Why do you do this to 
me?” until her own eyes veiled themselves again to 
hide their rapture. 

He stretched himself upon the ground near her, 
but not touching her, and lay looking up at her pearl- 
pale face, and at the firefly darting of the sun upon 
her amber hair, and at her straight ample brows 
which lifted a little at the outer corners as if about 
to fly. 

Silence hung between them, a timeless sigh, pain- 
ful in its sweetness. 

She wanted to hold time for ever like this. But 
they were rushing toward each other like mad winds 
across a waste-land. Nearer and nearer. And when 
they met at last, would they be for ever still, for ever 
lost in each other, for ever found? Or would they 
rush on past each other, out into the waste-land, alone, 
once more? Oh, nothing was certain but this, that 
they were rushing toward each other. . ., ... Hold 
back! Hold back! 

She sprang to her feet, shattering the tranced 
wood; betrayed birds flew up, and squirrels scurried 
away. He sprang to his feet also, half dazed still, 
and, like the birds, betrayed. 

“T must go.” It was a little gasp, apologetic, 
almost ashamed, but most of all, it was the cry of a 
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heart in flight, flying in fear from its too swiftly near- - 
ing happiness. 

“But why? .. . Have I done something?” 

“No! No! .,. . No! No! But I must go.” 

“But please . . .” He caught her clenched 
hand and held it between his cupped palms like a 
little white bird in its brown nest. It struggled. 

“Please tell me why you must go.” 

“Because . . . ” She looked to right and left 
as if the wood might hang out a little sign telling her 
what to say. But no sign appeared. The disturbed 
birds were settling back in their places. Her plight 
was nothing to them. 

‘How shall I find you again? . . . I don’t even 
know your name.” 

“T’ll come here again,” she said faintly. 

“When?” 

“T don’t know.” 

““Won’t you tell me your name?” 

No, no, she could not tell him her name, not yet, 
not yet. She recovered her hand and held it behind 
her as if giving it a chance to fly away to safety. He 
seemed to understand this, and looked reproved and 
hurt. 

She was less frightened now. Nothing could 
happen till she was ready for it. This was only the 
little boy she had known back in the “wood that 
looked like Italy.” The little boy who grieved be- 
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cause he had no piano to play upon. She must not 
hurt the little boy. She smiled up at him. 

“Please,” he begged. 

“Dryads never tell their names,” she twinkled, 
now quite sure of herself. 

“Never?” 

“Never to mortals.” 

“And I’m so mortal.” He sighed. 

She laughed. 

“Will you come to-morrow? .., .. »., Let me play 
for you to-morrow. ... . Will you?” 

“Perhaps.” 

“Unless you give me more hope than that [ll 
track you to your lair, or your hollow tree,” he 
threatened. 

“Oh, you mustn’t do that.” She was dismayed as 
she realized how easily he could discover her if he 
tried. And she was not ready for that, yet. 

“T will,” he said firmly, “unless you promise to 
come to-morrow, at this same hour.” 

“Bully!” 

“Promise!” 

“T’ll come.” 

“Thank you.” 

“Till to-morrow.” 

“Till to-morrow.” 

She left him, going along the chine in the direc- 
tion that led away from Fassefern Castle. Soon, when 
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she was out of sight, she would turn back, making a 
wide circle by the kennels and gaining the castle 
through the servants’ quarters. 


She could not meet him next afternoon, because 
Andrew lingered, seemingly possessed with a devil 
of indecision, or as if he guessed that she had met the 
Whistling Boy and that she planned to meet him 
again. 

First he ordered the trap to take him back to 
Pitouie at noon. Then, no, as long as he was here 
they had better check through the eighteenth-century 
plays, and he would go to Pitouie later in the day. 
But on second thought perhaps he had better go back 
at the usual hour, there might be early visitors at the 
Pitouie Library. It was hardly fair not to open at 
the customary time. But for that matter why couldn’t 
they wait? There was no great hurry about getting 
their books exchanged. As far as that went they 
never came anyway till late. No, never mind order- 
ing the trap, he would stay and work a while. 

While he debated back and forth, Nancy longed 
to cry out: 

“Do one thing, or the other, and put me out of 
this misery!” 

She thought of another time years ago when she 
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had tried for three days to escape and see him. And 
of how when he had come whistling for her, pride 
had kept her back, till at last he was gone, never to 
come back. 

It might happen again! What madness had made 
her leave him without telling him her name! He 
might decide to leave to-day, to-night, and stay away 
for ever! 

“Tcan’t . . . I can’t work this afternoon.” The 
book flew out of her jerking hands. 

“What’s the matter?” The calm of Andrew’s 
noble face was disturbed, but not deeply. It seemed 
to say that nothing much could be the matter. That 
nothing could happen to her that he did not know 
now. It irritated her, she wanted to say: “You 
think you know all my life, you think you own it— 
but you don’t. Things happen to me that you don’t 
know about.” But she said: 

“T don’t feel well.” 

Oh, why was she lying? It was so stupid to lie, 
and would not help at all. 

“Better lie down here on the couch.” Andrew 
was tender, possessive, understanding. It heightened 
her irritation. So smugly understanding! Thinking 
he knew every depth of her! 

“No! No!” she cried with needless passion. “I 
can’t lie down... . ’m . . . I’m nervous.” 

Andrew smiled, his eyes lingering upon her face 
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and saying things that were quite different from the 
things his tongue was saying. 

“T don’t wonder. . . . It’s this morgue of a 
place. . . . Look, Nancy, come back to Pitouie 
with me to-night.” 

“No! No! Id rather stay.” 

“Then don’t work now, lie down. . . . I'll do 
them.” 

“No! . . . Pmallright. ... . Come on, let’s 
get this done.” 

“Td rather you didn’t work when you don’t feel 
well, Nancy.” 

The possessiveness of his tone! The assurance 
that he knew all that was troubling her, and knew 
also the remedy for it. She wanted to scream pierc- 
ingly; sharp penetrating cries, one after the other, 
cries that would split the world in two, and send 
it crashing into dust . . . and Andrew with 
it! . . . Yet she said softly: 

“Tm all right, Andrew, really. Let us work.” 

He was reluctant. “Well, we'll finish the eight- 
eenth-century plays.” He picked up the pencil again 
and she took a book from the shelf. 

“Tamerlane, by Nicholas Rowe.” Where would 
he be now? It was time that he would be starting out 
to meet her. “The Orphan, by Thomas Otway.” He 
would think her a cheap coquette . . . staying 
away to disappoint him, and make him more 
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eager. . . . Female trickery! “The Man of the 
World, by Charles Macklin.” He would hate that 
sort of thing . . . or would he? Yes, he would 
hate that. It might be the end. “The Country Girl, 
by David Garrick.” He would go there and wait. He 
might wait an hour or two, but when he left he would 
be finished with her and her cheap little female tricks. 
“The West Indian, by Richard Cumberland.” 

A sodden pain soaked its way into the center of 
her. She let it stay there hopelessly. “The Dram- 
atist, by Frederick Reynolds.” 

More books. More books. More books. Smelling 
faintly of mildew. . . . Mildew and God... . 
Why God? . ., . What was it about mildew that 
suggested God? . . . Mildew and churches. . . . 
What was God? . . . A big deaf face. . . . 

It must be after five. He would have left the 
wood by now. “he Honey Moon, by John Tobin. 
That’s the last. Shall we start on the next shelves?” 

“No! My word! What time is it?” 

He came off the chair in a soft thud. The carpets 
again! She could not get used to him moving with- 
out a clatter of boxes. 

“What shall we do, Nancy?” He was looking up 
at her with the different look that came upon his face 
when he was standing and had to look up at her. 
There was always accusation in it and a little shame. 
“Shall I go,—or you?” 
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“TI want to stay here,” she said firmly, appearing 
to be preoccupied with a book so that she would not 
have to look down at his face. He must not see the 
mad thing that had started up in her again at the 
thought of freedom, and which was ranging up and 
down, screaming at him to be off with him and leave 
her alone. 

“Well, if you don’t like it . . .” 

“Tl like it.” 

Finally, finally, he drove away! 


No use for her to go now. He would be gone. 
But still she ran, her feet light as foam, and fleet with 
her need, along the gravel path past the kennels. A 
hundred dogs cried out, tugging at their chains or 
leaping at bars, “Stop her! Stop her! Stop her!” 
Baying voices which she left behind. . . . 

There was no sign of him. No sign. The hya- 
cinths shed their breath upon emptiness. A blue twi- 
light hid under the trees, ready to slip out and claim 
the wood. No dappling gold came through the 
leaves. . . . Desolate! . . . Desolate! . 

The tree where she had sat; the place where he 
had stretched out near her but not touching her; 
the little nuts . . . all desolate! 

But no, near the tree, set in a bracket of its up- 
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rising roots was a bouquet of primroses. They were 
bound together with scented bracken stems and edged 
with green ferns. For her! He had gathered them, 
left them, for her. He was not angry. He had not 
gone away for ever. He would come again! Sweet 
relief welled up her throat to glisten in her eyes. 

She sat down leaning against the trees, the prim- 
roses held in her hand. Here, again in the wood, she 
could go over every moment of their meeting, every 
word that they had said, every look of his face and 
sound of his voice, more clearly than she could last 
night in the lowering secret bedroom of the castle, or 
in the high-vaulted, outspoken library. Here she 
could smell again the faint scent of tobacco, and see 
the glistening gold-brown hairs upon the backs of his 
wrists. 

It was strange that she could still see him most 
clearly as the little boy who whistled against the 
waterfall. His coming had not destroyed that picture 
but only sharpened it more painfully. 

He was always going to be, in some strange way, 
that little boy. A little boy who could hurt her, and 
whom she could not reach to hurt, or help. . 

No, that was not true. Here in her hands was the 
proof that she could reach him. . . . He had come 
and waited for her, and when at last he had gone 
away, he had left the flowers to say: “See, I have 
been here, and I will come again.” 

219 


ewe ee DARK STAR ¥ ¥ ¥* B® 





She would go to him now, simply, with the flowers 
in her hand. . . . Why need love be a game of 
hide-and-seek, of pretense, of coquetry. . . . En- 
emy tactics! Must it be always that? Could you not 
go to him and say: “For years I have lived for you, 
waited for you. Now you have come. All that there 
is of me is yours. You do not need to anguish and 
wonder if I love you. For I shall not hide from you, 
denying you this favor or that, then yielding them at 
a price, reluctantly, so that you may prize them more 
highly, thinking them hardly won.” Why could you 
not do that? . . . But you could not. Something, 
everything told you that you could not. . 

The blue twilight was changing the leaves from 
tender green to indigo, muffling the trunks in zafferic 
shadows; hidden things moved darkly about rustling 
dried leaves. Something blue stalked invisible 
through the wood, something grown hostile with the 
setting of the sun. Nancy rose to her feet afraid, as 
she always was afraid, when nature grew dark and 
she was alone with it. She ran; not going her secret 
way, but running between the trees, the shortest way 
to get out into the light. The roots grabbed at her 
feet with thin black fingers . . . evil trees. . . 
Nature had a wicked heart in the dark. . . 

She laughed at herself when she reached the 
bright gravel path. It was daytime still outside the 
wood. 
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She ought to turn back because she might meet 
him here. Then suddenly, astonishingly, he was be- 
fore her, coming toward the wood, a letter in his 
hand. He hurried to her, unbelieving in his joy. 

“You did come! . . . I waited years... . 
You found the flowers. . ., . I really didn’t expect 
to find you. . . . I was going back to leave this,” 
explaining the letter in his hand. 

She held out her hand for it. 

“No. You don’t deserve it.” He slipped it into 
his pocket. His first impulse of relief and joy gave 
way to resentment. She was safe within his sight 
again and he could afford for a moment to be angry 
with her. 

Silently they walked together to the low bridge 
under which eels glided swiftly in dark water. They 
sat side by side on the low wall looking down at the 
black stream. Above the stream gnats danced, play- 
ing hide-and-seek with death. Every now and then 
there was a little “plop,” and trembling rings of water 
would widen and widen and finally die away. But on 
and on would go the death dance of the gnats, seeming 
undisturbed by the “plop” which meant that a little 
gnat was now in the gullet of a fish. 

The Boy had retreated to his deeper recesses, 
drawing his sunlight in after him. He was cold like 
the coming evening. 

“Why don’t you give me the letter?” she asked, 
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knowing that he would not give it to her while he 
looked like that. 

He barely glanced at her, answering her question 
with the most fleeting of chill smiles. 

“But you would have left it in the wood for me, 
if you hadn’t met me.” 

“Perhaps not.” 

“Then why did you write it?” 

“Why didn’t you come?” 

Gigs 

“Hours late!” 

“T couldn’t come before,” she pleaded. 

“Couldn’t!” 

y Yesr, 4% ,. really that” 

A half-believing shrug, then: 

“At least you did come. . . . But perhaps only 
to keep your word, and knowing it was too late to 
find me there. . . . Or did you expect me to wait 
for you ‘far into the night’? .. . . I suppose most 
of them are willing to do that.” 

“Them?” 

“Oh, the fifty other swains who languish.” 

“You haven’t given me any reason to think that 
you languish,” she answered, barely able to keep a 
purl of laughter out of her voice. It was so pleasing 
to have him angry like this. 

“And I don’t think I ever shall—I despise women 
who—who——” 
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“T really couldn’t come before.” 

He hunched himself and glowered down at the 
dancing gnats. She wondered at how happy it made 
her to see him so angry with her. He had no right 
really to be so rude, so furious. No right, except the 
deep right which his heart knew, and which her own 
heart gave him gladly, gladly. He must have been 
thinking something like that, for he said in apology, 
yet rather as if it too were an accusation: 

“T’ve no right to speak to you like this . 
you were quite right not to come if you didn’t wish 
to see me again.” He was looking at her now, his 
eyes denying what he was saying. 

“But I did want to. .. . . That is why I came 
as soon as I could.” 

“But suppose we hadn’t happened to meet.” 

“T would have come to the ravine to-morrow.” 

This was comforting him. But he wanted to wring 
some sign of pain from her, so he said: 

“Suppose I hadn’t come any more.” Enemy tac- 
tics, bitter warfare of love! 

“T would have written to you,” she said, pained 
by his words though she knew what made him say 
them. 

“How? You don’t know my name.” 

“T do know it.” 

“Oh!” There was a great deal of happiness in 
his face now. And his pride was gone before a rush- 
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ing need to know more things about her, before the 
need to know that she would have found him again 
even if he had not come back. 

“What else do you know about me?” he smiled 
reluctantly, not to be too readily forgiving. 

“Oh, many things.” 

GCHAR: pre Air egy 

“That you’re an orphan.” 

“Yes?” This in gratified surprise. “Go on.” 

“And a musician . . . a very great musician.” 

“Oh, not that.” The brown of his face was con- 
fused with red, but pleased. 

“Yes,” she laughed, “quite that.” 

“And?” 

“That you lived in Edinburgh when you were 
little.” 

“No,” he cried eagerly. “How did you know 
that? . . . We've met before. . . . We must 
have met before.” 

She nodded. 

“Where?” 

She only smiled. 

“I couldn’t have forgotten you.” 

“No?” she laughed. 

“Was it Cannes?” 

“Not on the Continent.” 

“London then?” 

“No? 
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“Say where.” 

“We met in a wood.” 

“Naturally,” he agreed as if this were the answer 
he expected. “But what wood?” 

“A wood with a waterfall that ‘looked like 
Italy,’ ” she said, quoting his long-remembered words. 

But he looked at her helplessly. 

“You whistled tunes for me and told me about 
Chopin, only you pronounced it ‘Shoppin.’ ” 

“Now I know!” he cried. “Now I know. ., . 
You're the little girl who blew the organ for me.” 

“Yes.” 

“At Pitouie.” 

“Tn the kirk.” 

“T was just . ., . why, I was only seventeen.” 

She nodded. 

“How marvelous! . .. . How perfectly mar- 


velous!” he cried. 


“What is?” 

“Me finding you in woods all the time! . . .., 
Have you been in woods ever since?” 

“Yes,” she nodded solemnly. “I live in 
woods . . . beech woods.” 

They laughed together ringingly, joyously, gazing 
at each other, until from the very excess of their hap- 
piness they fell silent again. 

“TY remember the waterfall,” he said after a 
while. 
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“But you’d quite forgotten me,” she reminded 
him. 

“Yes. How funny. I can’t remember much ex- 
cept that you wore a black frock and it made me sorry 
for you.” 

“T got a new frock, the week after. But you'd 
gone by then.” 

“What a funny, solemn, little blighter you were,” 
he cried, laughing deliciously, his blue-white teeth 
gleaming in the bronze setting of his face. “Did they 
whack you for taking the key?” 

She shook her head. She wanted to dismiss the 
“solemn little blighter in a black frock,” push her 
back into oblivion, and start from yesterday in a 
yellow frock. But he wanted to dwell on that. It 
gave him somehow the superior position, and made 
her something more tangible, something more easily 
reached, than the yellow-frocked dryad who kept a 
tryst or did not keep it as fancy dictated. 

“T came to let you know that I was going away. I 
whistled for you down at the hedge,” he said. 

“Oh, did you?” It would never do to let him 
know that she had heard and had not gone to him. 

“How did it happen that you could leave 
Pitouie?” 

“My guardians changed their minds and decided 
to let me study music.” 

So that was it! And she had wondered about it for 
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six years. He might have sent her a note to tell her 
why, or sent her his address so that she could write 
to him. But she must not say this. 

“You used to live in Pitouie,’” he remembered. 
“Where do you live now?” 

“In Pitouie.” 

“But this is Rossorty. What are you doing here?” 

“Working.” 

“Working?” in astonishment. “At what? Not 
catching herring.” 

“No,” she laughed. “Nor smuggling. Tm 
librarian.” 

“At Rossorty?” 

“No, at Castle Fassefern.”’ 

“You’re at Fassefern? Why, J live there.” 

=s0 dorks 

“No! No, really!” 

“Yes. And I must stay in the east wing, because 
the grand musician who rents the castle won’t let a 
mere librarian darken his path.” 

“Oh! Oh!” He laughed wildly. “And I was 
pacing the floor last night wondering where you 
lived . . . and you were . ee 

“Just the other side of the barred door.” 

“Yl have it unbarred at once. . .. . But now 
tell me why you did not come earlier,” he demanded. 
“The library isn’t open yet, there was nothing to 
prevent you.” 
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“But I’m not the head librarian, you know, only 
the assistant. Andrew Morrison is in charge.” 

“The cripple from Pitouie?” 

“Yes.” She winced to hear Andrew described so. 
“And he wanted to work.” 

“Ts he there now?” 

“No, he has gone back to Pitouie.” 

“Very sensible of him.” He got up off the bridge. 
“Come. Let us go back. I'll play for you till dinner- 
time. But,’ he laughed down at her, “I won’t ask 
you to blow for me.” 


They went back to the organ room after dinner. 

A fire of logs burned on the low hearth under the 
hooded chimney and a few faint candles winked upon 
the organ at the far end of the long room. 

They sat by the big window looking out at the 
black fir trees that braced themselves with dignity 
against the rising wind. There were whispers of 
coming rain, and the moon was only a feeble ring of 
silver dodging the onrush of great dark boats. 

“This is how I like Fassefern best,” said Harvey. 
“A Scottish castle is meant to glower through rain and 
wind.” 

“And they like it best this way too . . . they 
feel more at home, I think.” 
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“The dead Fasseferns . . . they never were 
used to the sun shining. . Se 

“Stormy petrels!” he laughed, including her with 
the words. She wondered what he had heard. After 
a minute she said: 

“You know about me?” 

“T heard talk in Pitouie, of course. I’ve forgotten 
just what. .,. . Is it true?” 

“Yes. . . . Ramsey Gordon was my father.” 

“Strange people.” He smiled at her. 

“‘Andrew thinks they were all a little mad.” 

“Most charming people are a little mad,” he 
laughed. 

“Am I a little mad, do you think?” she asked. 

He leaned forward to see her blurred face, and 
they smiled in white flashes at each other in the dim- 
ness. 

“Oh, quite!” he decided. “Quite delightfully 
mad. . . . But I hope you won't kill your- 
self .. . or is that an intrinsic part of the family 
tradition?” 

“Oh, I don’t think it’s compulsory! Some of us 
have died of measles.” 

“How humiliating!” Then more soberly. “Why 
do you suppose they killed themselves?” 

“T think it was because they could not bear life 
without beauty.” She said it timidly, a little afraid 

229 





“ee ee He DARK STAR * FH F % 


that he might laugh at her. But he did not. He 
seemed to consider it for a moment. 

“But the bride,” he objected. “Life must have 
been beautiful to her.” 

“Yes. That was it, you see,” Nancy hurried to 
explain. “It was beautiful, too beautiful. . . . It 
was the evening before their wedding, at parting the 
lovers vowed that they would never look on each 
other with eyes that were less loving. 

“After he had gone she thought of that + vow, and 
she knew that life would make them break it. 

She knew that the highest height of beauty had been 
reached for them, or she feared that it had. 

“She had promised to meet him at the altar next 
morning. . . . And he found her there in her 
bridal robes. . . . Her closed eyes would never 
look at him less lovingly.” 

Harvey smiled at her. 

“So Celtic,” he said. “The highlander must 
always hunt for the kernel of grief that sits at the 
heart of happiness.” 

“And there always is a kernel of grief,” Nancy 
said. 

“For the Celt, yes.” He smiled. “Go on, I like 
to hear about them.” 

“IT saw my grandfather’s death. . . . I was 
just a child. . . . I didn’t understand. . . . But 
it was beautiful.” 
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“He was old though . . . the others were so 
young.” 

“But still it was beautiful. He was such a beau- 
tiful old man. 

‘And I know now why he did it that day. . 

He was riding his white horse upon the low- 
road. . . . Thesun was on the spray above the rose 
cliffs of Rossorty. . ... You know how it looks, 
like a rainbow-crown. .. . Perhaps he remem- 
bered that the day would come when he would not be 
able to ride out to see it again . . .. that he would 
be sitting by a window helplessly, or lying on a bed, 
waiting. .. . . Life without beauty! And he could 
not bear it. . . . So he turned his horse about upon 
the low-road, and spurred it up the cliff road between 
the little houses. . . . Up and up to the top, and 
crashed from there down into the gulch to join the 
other Fasseferns in the sea. . . .” 

“Yes, that has grandeur,” Harvey agreed. 

“And there was the boy, only seventeen. . . . 
They found him in the rose stone fountain, his naked 
body silvered by the moonlight . .. ..; a part of the 
night . . . and of the stillness.” 

“T can understand that,” Harvey said fervently. 
“Ti’s the one I understand best. .. »; . To melt him- 
self back into the beauty of nature before life had 
time to touch him. . . . 

“T’ve wanted to do that. . . . ve wanted te 
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hold life away, and stay for ever with sound, and line, 
and color . . . never to let flesh become a part of 
it . . . to live life denying life, so that one could 
keep beauty. . . .” 

His words hurt her fiercely. 

“But life is important,” she heard herself saying. 
It was as if the words came without her consent, came 
of some necessity in her that had just awakened. 

“Yes, to women .. . life... . . new life, is 
their business.” 

His words set him away from her. They seemed 
to accuse her of some ruthless purpose in which he 
refused to take a part. It bewildered her and pained 
her. She could not speak. 

The first burst of rain dashed itself against the 
window. They both watched it silently. 

The fire leaped up, stirred by the rising wind. 
They turned to look at each other before it flickered 
down again. 

“Beautiful eyes,” he said. “I’m afraid of them.” 

“Why afraid?” 

“Because I might get lost in them,” he said half 
seriously. 

“And you don’t ever want to be lost?” She turned 
her head away as she asked the question and watched 
the struggling fir trees as they fought the wind. Har- 
vey was doing that, she felt . . . bracing himself 
against her. . . . 
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“T must not be lost,” he said firmly, but laughing 
to take the seriousness from his words. 

“Sometimes to be lost, is to be found.” She 
laughed also as she spoke, denying her words any 
meaning. 

“Not for me!’”? He jumped to his feet as if to 
break a snare, and took three restless paces away from 
her. “Pm found already . . .. Pm found in my 
music. . . . Anywhere else I’m lost. . . .” 

“Mr. Brune, I don’t insist that you fall in love 
with me.” Astonishing that she could say a thing 
like that, in that tone! 

“You do,” he cried. “All of you insists . 
the whole cosmos insists that I fall in love with you.” 

She smiled secretly out at the night. The fir trees 
were bending to the wind. 

“T think you’re in no danger,” she said coldly, 
hoping to hurt him. 

He came back to his seat beside her. She drew 
_ far back into her chair so that the space between them 
was greatly widened. 

A peal of thunder split the night, and for a flash 
each tree stood out in glistening black fringed with 
silver. . . . Black again, so black their eyes ached 
with blindness. Their hands groped and found each 
other. ... . His arms found and held her. 
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“You’re not afraid, are you?” he asked. “You’re 
not afraid?” 

No! After long kisses how could she be afraid? 
What storm could hurt her now? What lightning 
kill? 

She shook her head. 

“Come then. .,.. . I will play this . . . the 
storm, and you.” 

The lightning revealed his face to her, the face of 
the little boy who whistled against the waterfall. 

“Let me play it for you.” 

He was withdrawing his arms from her. His 
music was calling him, calling him away. But she 
would go with him this time, would go with him into 
his music, making it her music also. She must not 
stand outside listening any more, she must share with 
him. 

“Sit close to me,” he said. 

But she took a chair where she could see his face 
with the candlelight upon it. Keeping her eyes upon 
his face, she could not lose him, she would feel what 
he felt, she would follow where he led. She would 
never watch from the outside any more, she was going 
with him to his secret place. . 


Hours later she shivered in her bed, drawing the 
234 


* SF EF DARK STAR * ¥% ¥  * 


blankets up about her piteous chin. Fighting her 
tears that spurted with sudden force, fighting with 
laughter which came in wild gusts, ending again in 
tears and long-agonized trembling of her chilled body. 

Faintly she could hear the organ still, its sound 
veiled by the dismal beating of rain upon the windows 
and by the wind howling like a hungry cat. 

What folly for her to think that she could go with 
him to his secret place! What vanity to have sat 
there hour after hour thinking that he played for her! 
She laughed through chattering teeth, seeing again the 
black hole behind the kirk organ at Pitouie where 
she had blown for him, while he, heedless of her, 
played on through the night. 

He was the same little boy for whom she had 
blistered her hand. The same little boy who would 
be for ever forgetting her. Down-stairs he was play- 
ing still, unaware that she had gone, forgetful that 
she had ever been. Where he went she could not 
follow. She could only watch him go and wait 
desolate for him to come back. 

Who was it who said: “The artist must walk alone 
in his secret places”? Was it Andrew? 

How she had held on, clinging to his glorified 
face, compelled along surging ways by the storm of 
his playing, believing at first that she was with him, 
that they were going hand in hand together. 
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But at last, spent, and cold, and desolate, she 
knew that he had gone beyond her, away into his 
deep-alone, where she might never follow. 

She left him there wrapped in the bright gold of 
his farness, heedless of the cold and of the night, 
heedless of the storm, heedless of her leaving 
Peeks esi 


Next morning the rain was still coming down in 
spears of silver against the blue panes, but lazily now, 
as if spent by the storm. 

She had work before her, but she could not work. 
The library was her tomb . . . the rain was beat- 
ing everlasting desolation upon her tombstone. . 

What was Harvey doing? 

The tweeny who came to light her fire in the 
morning volunteered the news that “the young man 
himself” had been up all night, “writing dots on 
paper, miss, as if that was a Christian way to be 
spending the night.” 

Had he missed her when he finally left the organ? 
Or was he glad that she was gone so that there was 
no one to prevent him from “writing dots on paper”? 

She laughed at her vanity. Just as if anything 
could keep Harvey from doing the thing he wished to 
do. Certainly not Nancy Pringle, or any thought of 
her. . 
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She had fought off further thoughts of him, and 
was neatly listing the books when he came in at the 
door which connected the library with a small study. 

He was hunched in a blue flannel dressing-gown. 
There were rings of weariness beneath his eyes, which 
were bloodshot and heavy lidded. A roll of paper 
protruded from a deep pocket. He pulled it out and 
laid it on the table in front of her. 

“You look cold,” she cried. 

“Tm frozen,” he said. “I had some hot coffee, 
at least I had what they believe is coffee.” 

He seated himself wearily on the table and smiled 
at her. “In our beloved country the coffee . . .” 
He waved away the rest of the protest with a resigned 
hand. 

“What is this?” she asked, timidly taking up the 
roll of paper. She found it hard to look at him, it 
seemed that he should kiss her, and that she could 
not find her place with him until he did this. She 
opened the roll, keeping her head down to hide her 
shyness. 

“T wrote it for you.” His voice was hollow with 
tiredness. 

She looked up at him. All the glory and rapture 
were gone from his face, passed out of him, he looked 
drained. 

“Harvey, shouldn’t you go to bed?” 

Now, why had she said that, when she should have 
spoken of his music? But he seemed not to mind. 
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“T don’t want to leave you,” he said. 

“Tie down on the couch. . . . I'll cover you 
with something.” 

He rose obediently, a bidable little boy, willing to 
do whatever she wished. 

She covered him with a foxskin rug, the one old 
Donald Gordon had used to wrap about his thin knees 
when he sat reading in the cold night. 

“Don’t go away, will you?” he asked sleepily. 

“No,” she assured him, “I’m going to work at the 
table here.” 

She went back to her seat and picked up the roll 
of papers. 

“Opustwo . . . Brune,” she read. 

How like Harvey they were, these “dots.” They 
clustered together in a way that spoke of him. She 
had not thought of this before, but of course a com- 
poser’s work would be his alone, in look as well as in 
sound; and all these strange clusterings, this intricate 
arabesque, this was Harvey in music. 

“Opus two!” For whom had he written Opus 
one? She hurried away from that painful thought, 
admonishing herself. There she was, “searching for 
the kernel of grief,” as Harvey would say. She must 
not do this. She must hold on to her sense of humor. 
She must not clutch, she must not try to possess com- 
pletely. 

Strange new hungers had risen to devour her since 
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she met Harvey again. She had things to fighi, 
greedy clutching things whose existence in her she 
had never guessed. 

Why had she made high tragedy of his need te 
play? Because she wanted his kisses more than his © 
playing, because it wounded her that his passion for 
music was greater than his love for her. 

She must fight against this. She must open her 
hand and let him go when he wished to go. And when 
he came back tired, she must put him to bed. Yes, 
she saw that this was the sanest thing that she had 
done. . ., . Like the fishermen’s wives in Rossorty 
she could not go to sea with her man, she could only 
wait at home, and mend the nets when he came 
ACK sila ict 

But it was enough. . . . It had to be enough. 

It was still raining wearily. He had been sleep- 
ing almost two hours when she heard the trailing of 
Andrew’s boxes coming along the corridor. It was 
impossible! Andrew could not be back so soon, he 
had only gone yesterday. What reason would he have 
for coming back to-day? But as he opened the door 
and stood in it, his face red with wind, and wet still, 
she saw why he had come. Andrew said nothing, but 
there was that in his face which needed no words to 
tell it. 

Terrified that he would tell his love as he stood 
there, she cried out: “Andrew! Look, Andrew!” 
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Her cry woke Harvey who sat up, and Andrew saw 
him. Nancy turned away that she might not see 
Andrew’s face: 

“Harvey was up all night . . .. so he was sleep- 
ing here,” she said vaguely, looking at neither of them 
but out through the window. 

Harvey hauled himself to his feet. 

“I’m so casual about my sleeping,” he yawned. 

He trailed his way over to Andrew and shook 
hands. Nancy could picture him stooping to do this, 
and she knew how Andrew’s face would be looking 
as he reached up his hand for the greeting. 

“Have dinner with me to-night . . . both of 
you,” Harvey urged. 

She slid into a seat with her back to them so that 
she need not see them standing side by side. Andrew 
made some confused sound of greeting. 

“Tl go and sleep somewhere,” Harvey yawned 
again. “Excuse me . . . my yawning 
Good-by till dinner-time. Good-by, Nancy.” 

“Good-by,”’ she sang out, her tone far too casual. 

The door closed after him. She heard Andrew 
take a seat behind her but she did not turn to face him. 
His eyes were on her back, but she could not tell until 
she heard his voice what look was in them. 

When the last sound of Harvey’s free-walking feet 
had died away in the long corridor, Andrew spoke, 
and his voice was like the rain: 
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“Why did you do it, Nancy?” 

Still she did not turn to him, but sat looking out 
at the tired raining. She forebore to say: “Do 
what?” or to take any other easy way to evade him. 
She knew what he meant, knew why he had come back 
to her with that look upon his face. Now she must 
tell him why she had let her eyes linger in his. She 
owed him honesty. 

“J did it because you were hurting me, An- 
drew. .. . I did it to keep you from speaking 
about him.” 

She felt his eyes upon her back in puzzled 
anguish. 

“T didn’t know you knew him. ... ...” 

“Tt sounded as if you did, Andrew.” 

“T was just afraid that you might want to know 
|VEr ieee oor 
She said nothing, she had vaguely known that this 
was why he had done it. 

“T’ve never tried to hurt you, Nancy.” His voice 
was injured as if he really believed what he was say- 
ing. 

“Yes, you have .; . . you have, Andrew.” 

“But not knowingly,” he pleaded. 

“Yes, knowingly. And you have hurt me about 
other things too. . . . You often hurt me.” 

“About what, Nancy?” 

“About being a Fassefern. . . . You’ve never 
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wanted me to feel that ’m a Fassefern. . . . You 
want me to think that Willie Weams is my father.” 

“That’s true. . .», « I’ve done that,” he admitted 
after a pause. 

“Why, Andrew?” 

He laughed. 

“A cripple would naturally do that if he loved 
some one. . . . Trying to make things equal... .” 

She dare not turn round and look at him, she dare 
not say: “I’m sorry.” Andrew would hate it so, to 
have her sorry for him. It would be better to go on 
blaming him for things so that he would have to de- 
fend himself. Anything was better than to let the 
flood in her throat get loose. Andrew must not see 
that she was weeping for him. 

She heard a soft thud and knew that he had got off 
the chair. 

“TIl go back to Pitouie, Nancy.” 

“All right,” she managed to say it lightly, work- 
ing a pencil on the paper before her. 

“Come in on Saturday with your report. . . . I 
won't come back here again.” 

“All right, Andrew.” The “Andrew” almost be- 
trayed her by its quavering. She clenched teeth on 
teeth hard. If he would only go now. If he only 
would not speak again in that gray, rain-drenched 
voice. . . . Oh, Andrew, Andrew, going back with 
your breaking heart in the rain. . ., . 
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“Won’t you walk with me to the stables?” His 
words came, forced painfully past a barrier in his 
throat, but bitterly too, striking at her. 

“Tt’s raining, Andrew,” she said, catching at this 
for an excuse. 

“Not enough to matter.” 

Why must he crucify himself so? Why must he 
ask her to walk with him now? Never, not once in all 
the years that they had known each other, had she 
walked by his side. Both had taken care to avoid it. 
Nearly always he would be there first, and seated 
before she came. Or if he came after her, she would 
seem not to see him till he was upon his chair. 

“It isn’t raining in the corridor,” he said. 

The corridor! Where his boxes would clatter on 
the stone flags. 

She stood up and turned to him. A smile tortured 
his mouth and his crucified eyes cried to her: “Now 
here we will see the final agony of Andrew Morrison; 
now here we will see his last humility.” 

She met his look, reining back her tears. Word- 
lessly they went into the corridor together. Never had 
his boxes made such a noise. Never had he walked 
so laboredly. With every clatter he seemed to be 
crying out: “See the cripple that would speak of 
love; hear his dead legs; hear the wooden crying of 
his dead, dead legs.” 

Why could he not spare himself this? Why could 
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not God spare him this? God was not usually so 
bitter. He had given to hunchbacks a swaggering 
conceit and to most blemished things a vanity to 
sustain them. But why had He been so cruel to 
Andrew? Why had He left him so clear-eyed, so 
quiveringly able to see his own deformity? 


For days ceaselessly the rain coming down, and 
ever and ever, for hours on end, the organ playing. 
And always between them the barred door. 

She went over each day in her mind again, as she 
had been doing hour in and hour out ever since he 
yawned his way out of the library, and Andrew went 
back to Pitouie in the rain. 

The first day he had gone to bed sleepy, leaving 
orders not to disturb him. She had hoped and hoped 
to dine with him. But her tray was brought to the 
library as usual. She looked for a message upon it. 
But there was none. 

She drank her tart wine, blaming it for the tears 
that came to her eyes, and she told herself that she 
was glad he was sleeping, as he was sure to be. To- 
morrow she would pretend to be vexed with him, but 
she would not really be vexed. . . . 

In the morning she heard the organ start at ten 
o’clock, and knew that he was playing over the music 
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he had written. Very soon he would come bursting 
in, calling her to come and hear it. . 

Noon came, and evening. The organ was quiet 
now but still he did not come. The door stood barred. 

To-day she woke to hear the music of the organ 
high above the raining. She opened her window 
wider and stood by it listening. It was victory, glory, 
splendor: the clash of shield on shield; the cry of a 
victor, the cry of a lover, the cry of a god! 

She had no part in that! She closed the window 
to shut it out. All day she had been trying to shut it 
out. All day she had been trying to shut him out, to 
bar him out of her heart. . 

Oh, torture of uncertainty! This was the hardest 
thing to bear, this ever-moving quicksand. Had she 
even the right to be angry with him? It was possible 
that he had forgotten their kisses, that they meant 
nothing at all to him. It might be that every time he 
was inspired he kissed the girl who had inspired him, 
and hurried away to the organ, forgetting her. Opus 
two! He may have written twenty “opuses” and 
kissed a different girl for each one of them. A kiss 
could mean no more than that. If he had meant no 
more than that, then she had no right to be angry at 
his neglect. . . . All this love, then, was a cob- 
webbed dream. . . . An artist had kissed her in a 
moment of ecstasy . . . and in a moment had for- 
gotten it. . . .. What right had she to reproach him? 
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But no! She must have firmer ground beneath 
her feet. . .... He did love her . ..; . and his 
kisses had meant all that her kisses had meant. . . . 
He had come to her with his music. . . . He had 
fallen asleep, saying: “Don’t go away.” . . . He 
would come again when his work was done. . . 

He was following his inspiration, not forgetting 
her, but remembering her, knowing that she was wait- 
ing for him, secure in that thought . . . strength- 
ened by it. .. . . She must wait for him, as the 
fishermen’s wives waited till their men came back 
From sea; (44.9 

But then again back to the quicksand. . . . He 
could have sent her a note. . . only one word... . 
But what did he care! . . . Oh, she hated him, she 
hated him for his indifference and his cruelty. . 

A desperate anger that was more than anger rose in 
her as she heard the organ peal out again. .. . . If 
she stayed she would run to that barred door and beat 
upon it with her clenched hands, beating them upon 
the iron nails till their bleeding washed away this 
pain. ... . She could not stay. Not a moment 
more. She could not listen to that hated organ . 

she would go back to Pitouie this night . . . this 
moment. 

She was soon upon the highway walking in the 
rain. It beat epon her face. The wind sought its way 
between the buttons of her raincoat and blew upon ber 
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angry heart. Her feet heavy with mud dragged them- 
selves toward Pitouie. 

It would be midnight before she reached it. . . . 
What story could she give to explain her walk- 
ing? . . . It did not matter. . 

The anger was drenched out of her when she 
reached the Manse gates. . . . Nothing mattered 
but a bed to rest upon. 

She pushed her mud-laden boots off at the door 
and entered in her stocking feet. 

There was a light on the floor above . . . left 
by mistake likely . . . everybody would be asleep 
by now. . . . She would look in and see old Mrs. 
Anderson before she went to bed. . 

As she reached the top of the stairs she was 
startled to see the minister’s wife upon her knees at 
the bottom of the turret staircase that led to old Mrs. 
Anderson’s rooms. 

She was groping and peering at the steps, too en- 
grossed with what she was doing to notice Nancy. 

“What have you lost? . . ., Your eye-glasses?” 
Nancy asked, going toward her. 

At the sound of her voice the minister’s wife let 
out a scream and sprang to her feet. 

“What are you sneaking about like that for. . . 
terrifying people!” she demanded. 

“T wasn’t sneaking. I just didn’t want to waken 
anybody. . . . Have you lost something?” 
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“TI wasn’t looking for anything,” she denied. 

Nancy became conscious that there was a light in 
the spare bedroom and that voices were coming from 
it. 

“Visitors?” she asked, surprised. 

“Tt’s her, she’s fallen down and broken her hip.” 

It was the voice this was said in that was so 
terrifying, in some blood-chilling way it connected 
the fall with that blind groping on the steps. . : 
Oh, why had she gone away and left the old 
woman? . . . She knew that something would hap- 
pen, and now it had happened. . . . 

“What are you staring at me for?” demanded 
young Mrs. Anderson. Both her hands were clenched 
as if something were in them that she wished to hide. 

“Can I go in and see her?” Nancy asked. 

“The doctor’s there and Mrs. Boweys, the mid- 
wife . . . I suppose you can.” 

Nancy dropped her wet raincoat upon the landing 
and went into the room. She could not see the old 
woman, but she could hear her making litile panting 
sounds. The doctor and Mrs. Boweys were bending 
over the bed. The minister was bending over it also. 
They completely hid what was on the bed. 

Nancy’s feet refused to move a step nearer, nor 
could she say a word. 

“Who came in? Who came in?” cried the old 
woman. Piercingly she screamed: “Nancy!” 
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The others turned and saw her. She could see 
the flushed face of the old woman upon the pillow, 
and her eyes, black and glittering. 

“Come here! Come and hold my hand!” she 
cried to Nancy, who could not get her feet to move. 

“You said you didn’t want your hand held,” the 
midwife reminded her irritably. 

“We're trying to set her hip,” the doctor ex- 
plained. “We can’t get it right, but we can get it 
better than it is.” 

Still Nancy could not make a move toward the 
bed, or get her tongue to say a word. The minister 
took her and brought her round to the other side of the 
bed. The old woman held out a clenched fist to her: 

“Hold it in both your hands,” she commanded. 

Nancy took it in both her hands. 

“But you're not suffering much now, are you?” 
the doctor asked. “That medicine should have helped 
you.” 

“Tt isn’t hurting me,” the old woman answered 
shortly. 

Her eyes were on Nancy’s face, trying to say 
something to her, something that the others were not to 
know. Nancy tried to understand what it was. The 
clenched hand moved gently in hers and began 
cautiously to open. It pushed her hands round till 
one of them was cupped under it to catch something. 
It opened and into Nancy’s palm fell several small 
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warm things. Nancy closed her hand over them as 
the glittering eyes warned her to. 

“T won’t need you, now,” said the old woman. 
“The pain’s gone . . . go and rest yourself... . 
I’m sleepy.” 

Nancy left the room without speaking to the 
others. As she went out at the door the minister’s 
wife went into the sick-room and shut the door after 
her. 

When she was alone Nancy opened her hand to 
see what was in it. On her palm lay five little round 
lead pellets . .. . shot! Where could the old 
woman have got that? . .. . What could she need 
with shot? . . . And why had she given it to her so 
secretly? . . . Had she had it in her hand when 
she fell, or did she . . . ? Suddenly Nancy 
knew. . . . The groping! 

She hurried to the turret staircase and felt along 
the steps. She could find nothing. She mounted 
them to Mrs. Anderson’s room for the lamp and in- 
spected the top steps. On the top one were several 
small round impressions where a foot had stepped on 
some round and hard objects, pressing them into the 
soft wood. On the next were three long strokes in 
the wood where the round objects had slipped under 
the foot that rested on them. . .; . She felt about 
in the corner and found two more little lead things 
that had escaped the short-sighted eyes. .. . . So 
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that was how it had happened! . . . The old woman 
knew, and did not wish her to tell. . . . 

Numb with sleep and weariness she climbed to 
her room. With wooden fingers she dragged the 
clammy clothes from her body, and crept into the 
bed, already half asleep before she had pulled the 
blankets about her. 


It was noon the next day before Mrs. Boweys 
would let her in to see the old lady. Nancy sat down 
near the bed, but Mrs. Anderson lay motionless with 
her eyes closed until Mrs. Boweys had left the room. 

“Close the door,” she whispered, not opening her 
eyes. 

Nancy obeyed and came back to her side. 

“She put shot on the stair so you would slip . . . 
I saw the marks,” Nancy said. She was holding the 
old woman’s thin veined hand between her own. First 
she would raise it to her fresh lips, then press it 
against her breast, trying to tell by this mute tender- 
ness what she felt. 

“I grabbed some as I fell. . . . You didn’t say 
anything about it? Did you?” 

“Not yet . . . but your son should know.” 

“You’re not to tell,” the old woman’s voice was 
firmer than it had been, and she opened her eyes. 
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Nancy was heartened to see that a glimmer of 
mischief lurked in them. 

“But she should be punished,” Nancy protested. 

“She will be.”” The old woman chuckled softly. 
“Better than by telling.” 

“T can’t let you stay here at her mercy. .. « 
You'll have to move now.” 

The old woman rolled her head irritably: 

““You’re always going to extremes,” she snapped. 

“Extremes,” cried Nancy, irritated by the old 
woman’s unreasonableness on this score. “She’s 
likely to poison you any day.” 

“No, she won't. . .:; . She only wanted to pre- 
vent me coming down-stairs to my meals, and she’s 
managed that.” 

The old woman laughed. 

“Tm glad you can laugh about it,” said Nancy 
severely. “J can’t see the joke.” 

“T never thought she had the wit to do it!” laughed 
the old woman. She was trying to coax Nancy into 
seeing the funny side of it. But Nancy would not be 
cajoled. 

“What did you do to make her do it?” she ques- 
tioned. 

The old lady’s eyes twinkled at Nancy as if to 
say, “It’s a pity you are such a sobersides.” 

“Nothing more than usual,” she laughed. “Only 
William liked a text I picked for his sermon. . . .” 
She chuckled. 
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Nancy looked at her reproachfully, knowing that 
nothing but mischief could prompt the old woman to 
take an interest in William’s sermons. 

“T helped him write it . ., . William thinks ’m 
a great inspiration to him.” The old woman was 
shaking with mirth at some deep joke. 

“You won’t move then?” Nancy asked, knowing 
well enough that the question was hopeless. The old 
woman would never move away. She loved the battle 
too much. 

“There you go again!” she cried. “Why would 
I move? . . . That’s the very thing she wants!” 

“Then [’m going to tell your son how it happened. 
I can’t go away and leave you with nobody to 
WaleH 5) 157, 

“You're not to tell! How often have I to tell you 
that? . . . What good would it do to tell William 
that his wife tried to kill me? It won’t give me a well 
hip, will it?” 

“So you’re going to let her go unpunished, and 
stay here so that she can poison you if she has a 
mand tO. si. 

“T’m telling you she won’t poison me. Mercy me, 
bairn, can’t you see that she’s in a sweat of terror 
already for fear I know about the shot?” 

“That’s why she'll kill you,” said Nancy stub- 
bornly. 

“She won’t because I'll let her think that I don’t 
know a thing.” 
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Nancy said nothing. She had no faith at all in 
the old woman’s words. She knew her too well. 

After a few minutes of silence the old lady 
chuckled softly to herself: 

“‘But some fine day when she least expects it, I'll 
say something to set her nerves jumping. . . . I'll 
have her on tenter-hooks.” 

“Give it up,” Nancy pleaded. “What good will 
it do you to torment her, if she kills you at last?” 

The old lady let out a whoop of a laugh, and 
looking at Nancy with wicked dancing eyes, in a 
ghostly whisper she said, pointing with her thin fore- 
finger: 

“If she does . . . Pll come back and put my 
cold forefinger . . . on the back of her neck!” 

This pleased her so well that she shouted with 
laughter, starting up the hiccoughs which always 
troubled her. She lay panting and purple with mirth 
upon the pillow, as Mrs. Boweys ran in and angrily 
bustled Nancy from the room. 


It was Saturday. She went to see Andrew, pur- 
posely choosing the busy time in the afternoon so that 
she would not need to be alone with him. He would 
have detained her, but she said that she wished to call 
on Miss Clark that afternoon and must hurry away. 
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Indeed, she did wish to call on Miss Clark, for by men- 
tioning Harvey as “one of your old lodgers,” she 
could get the comfort of talking about him. Miss 
Clark might even tell her things about him when he 
was a boy, which would bring him within the bounds 
of understanding, and put firmer ground beneath her 
feet. 

Slattern young Lettie opened the door. Wiping 
her hands down her sides rhythmically while she 
spoke, she said that she did not know if Miss Clark 
could see anybody because she was tied to her bed 
with the asthma, but she would see. Nancy sat down 
on the slippery leather-covered sofa to wait, while 
Lettie, trailing her hands on the wall-paper as she 
went, mounted the steps to Miss Clark’s room. 

It was a rare thing for Miss Clark to let the 
asthma “tie her to her bed.” Indeed, for fifteen 
years, ever since Mr. Robertson had come to lodge 
with her, she had battled it, keeping on her feet. For 
to stay in her bed was to deprive herself of pouring 
his breakfast tea, with fresh white frilling on her 
cuffs to “‘set off her hand.” But this morning that 
thought had no power to move her from her bed. She 
had fought for her breath all the night. She was sick. 
And she was tired. She could not struggle against it 
any longer and so she had kept her bed. Lettie from 
next door could attend to the lodgers, could attend to 
him, to Mr. Robertson himself. Lettie had grown hand- 
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some in a slattern way, with too much bosom and too 
much hip and a careless way of not caring how she 
displayed them. But men seemed to like that. No 
doubt they would think it a fine change to be waited on 
by a young lass, even if she was not over particular 
about keeping her hands clean. 

No doubt he would like it too. It might even be 
that he would not hide behind his paper saying never 
a word when he had Lettie to wait on him. He might 
even crack jokes with her and maybe even try to kiss 
her. 

Oh, well, she did not care. She was tired. Fifteen 
years of hoping and waiting, and watching over him, 
with nothing, not a word of praise since that first day 
when he had spoken of her frilled cuffs. She was 
tired of it. Let him go his way. What had she worn 
herself out for? Why did she bother with lodgers at 
all when she had enough to keep her? She would 
send them all away. Send him away too, and take 
her ease, and be old, as old as she felt this morn- 
ie bs 
She lay back upon the pillow; her tired hands, 
edged by the frilled cuffs of her nainsook night-dress, 
lay listless on her breast. She would give them all 
notice to go on Monday, and until then Lettie could 
attend to them. . 

Had Lettie remembered to put very little salt in 
his porridge? She was such a harebrain, very likely 

256 


ee 4 * FE DARK STAR ¥ ¥* * % FH 





it was as salty as brine. . . . Would she remember 
to put the tea cozy on the teapot? . 

What was all that tramping about? They could 
not be finished already? She strained forward to 
hear better. Sounded like some one coming up the 
stairs . ;., . but that was not likely, they never came 
back up the stairs, but went right out after they had 
eaten. 

There was a knock on her door. Before she 
thought she had said, “Come in.” Mr. Robertson 
stood scowling in the door, his morning paper 
clenched in his hand. He was taken aback when he 
saw her in the bed, and the scowl fell from his face. 

“Are you sick?” he cried with disheartened 
astonishment that sought to discredit the evidence of 
his eyes. 

“ve been ailing all this year,” she said, not 
without a secret maliciousness. 

“T’ve never noticed,” he stammered guiltily. 

“Oh, I wouldn’t expect you to notice it,” she 
soothed, pleased at the concern in his face. 

“What did you want to see me for?” she prompted 
as he continued to stand helplessly clenching his 
paper as if it were the spar that kept him afloat upon 
a stormy sea. 

“Oh,” he tried to recover his scowl. “It’s that 
Lettie. . . . But if you’re sick I can put up with it 
till you’re better.” 
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“‘What’s the matter with Lettie?” : 

“Her hands . . . I’ve been used . . .” He 
caught sight of Miss Clark’s hands and smiled, 
gratified. ‘“You even have frills at night.” 

She smiled back at him. It was worth it. Oh, it 
was worth it. He really had been conscious of the 
clean frills all the time. And he could not bear to let 
another pour his tea with dirty hands. Not even 
pretty young Lettie. She smiled at him tenderly. 

“Sit down,” she urged. 

And he sought a seat near the bed. 

“Will you be in bed long?” His tone was half 
aggrieved and half pleading. He was only thinking 
of himself and the way he missed the things that she 
did for him. She knew this. But that was what men 
were like, and he was no less dear to her on that ac- 
count. How would he take it when she told him that 
she had decided not to keep lodgers any longer. She 
was not so sure that she meant this now, still she said 
with an underlying glee: 

“Tm going to take a long rest. [ve decided to 
give up keeping lodgers.” 

“Tve thought of that,” he agreed. “They’re a 
great trouble, and that accountant never lets me read 
my paper in peace. You'd have less to do with just 
the one.” 

So he thought he was to stay on and only the others 
20. 
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“T may close the house for a while and go to the 
seaside.” 

“You mean that I’m to go?” 

“Well, I couldn’t very well keep just one 


lodger. . ., . Thelooksof it...” 
“But T’ve been here fifteen years!” he cried 
agerievedly. 


“Tt’s a long time,” she said with blithe cruelty as 
she saw his real distress. “I haven’t decided if I'll go 
to Rossorty or Fraserhead.” 

She was watching him wickedly as she spoke. 
He looked dumfounded by the way she washed her 
hands of him. She gloried in this and lay back with 
a well-satisfied look on her face. 

He could not stand it. To have her turn him from 
the door and lie there smiling about it. Something 
must be done: 

“T’ve often meant to speak about it . . . It’s 
been on the tip of my tongue a dozen times, but I 
thought you would rather go on the way we are!” 

She could not believe her ears. 

“What way did you mean?” she faltered, her 
breath halted in her throat. She coughed and fought 
desperately to regain it. He looked at her, dismayed 
at her agony, and feeling somehow guilty. 

“But I can see that you need a holiday. ... . 
What I meant was . . .” 

He shifted the paper over to his other hand as if 
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to give himself more support. She lay against the 
pillows trembling in expectation and fear, her breath 
coming now as if her very will had compelled it to 
function again. 

Nothing must stop him from saying it now that 
he had begun. But he seemed to be tongue-tied. 
After a minute he rose to his feet and said: 

“Well, the air of Rossorty is said to be good for 
asthma.” 

She could not let him go like that. And yet how 
could she hold him? 

“What was it that was on the tip of your tongue 
a dozen times?” 

His face brightened. He took hold of the end of 
the bed, and from this point of vantage said: 

“When people have lived in the same house for 
fifteen years they might as well get married.” 

“T think so too,” she agreed breathlessly. “You 
could tell the other lodgers to be moving and we could 
have the bans cried to-morrow.” 

“Tl tell them.” He let go of the bed-end and 
walked to the door. “What’s your Christian name?” 

“Janet.” 

“All right, Janet,” he said, “I'll tell them. . . ., 
I never could stand that accountant.” 

When the last sound of his steps could be heard 
no more, her tension relaxed in a long fluttering sigh. 
She lay back upon the pillow and closed her eyes. 
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But soon she sat up, coming forward in the bed 
until she could see herself in the long mirror. An 
astonishing change came upon her face, she nodded 
graciously at the mirror and in a crisp clear voice said 
the mysterious words: 

“Thanks; and send it to Mrs. John Robertson.” 
Stifling a yawn daintily to show her phantom wedding- 
ring, she turned away from the phantom saleswoman 
behind the phantom counter. 

She lay back upon the pillow again as if ex- 
hausted by this effort. But once more she sat up and 
now she looked alarmed. “Five o’clock!” she cried 
in that tone of pretended martyrdom which happy 
wives use. “Oh, dear, John will be simply furious! 
He can’t bear to get home and not find me there.” 
Then, with that patronizing malice which she had 
borne all too often from complacent wives, she added: 
“You single women have all the best of it. Nobody 
to worry if you never come home.” With a satisfied 
smirk she lay back again. 

The best catch in Pitouie! And she had landed 
HRs ss 
She could get the frilling by the bolt. . 

She was debating with herself whether gray taffeta 
or gray satin would make the richest wedding-dress 
when Lettie came in to say that Miss Pringle was 
wanting to see her. 

Nancy was in favor of gray taffeta with a gray 
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hat to match. Secretly she wondered about the 
respirator. If the wedding-day was fair, the respira- 
tor could stay at home, forgotten for that once. But 
if it should be raining? “The bride wore a gray 
taffeta. gown and a black respirator.” . . . Or 
could it be covered with gray velvet for the occasion? 

She could not say a word about Harvey. Miss 
Clark’s certainty of happiness seemed to destroy her 
right to mention him. In the face of such secureness 
her frail dream vanished. When men loved you they 
spoke of “bans” and wedding-rings, they did not 
forget you for music. 

She could not bring herself even to say his name 
casually, it seemed that if she did this, she would be 
claiming acquaintanceship with a stranger. 

It was settled in her heart that she would go back 
to Fassefern with all her doors barred against him. 
She would laugh with him, she might even flirt with 
him. Oh,yes, she would flirt with him, her kisses had 
committed her to that. If she did not flirt with him, 
he might guess that he had hurt her. 


Old Mrs. Anderson was past her worst pain, and 
Mrs. Boweys was to stay and care for her, so Nancy 
took the bus back to Fassefern on Monday morning. 

She was fortified against him by days of reason- 
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ing. But she wore her green dress with the green hat 
that made her amber hair flame like the beech in 
autumn weather and made her eyes green as the moss- 
covered stones that lie in shadowed pools. 

Still, it was for herself that she wore the green 
dress. She told herself this at every turn of the bus 
wheels, and when she stood at the big Gothic door she 
told herself this again. But for the last time! 

He opened the door for her and pulled her in, a 
fury in his face: 

“What have you done this for? Why did you 
run away?” 

He pressed her hard.against his breast to staunch 
a wound that cried its pain in his angry voice: 

“Why did you go away? I came to find you 
yesterday and you were gone.” 

What could she say to this hurt man, who hurt her 
too with the bands of his angry arms, but such a 
different hurting, and so sweet? What could she 
say? 

She said no word, but held her face in a sweet 
swooning for the storm of his angry kisses, his hurting 
kisses, his pleading kisses, his tender, his forgiving 
kisses. 

And when he set her on her feet, at last, calmly 
to ask her again: “Why did you go away?” she kept 
a little of the wisdom that pain had taught her and 
smiled upon him, saying only: 
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This did not comfort him. He wanted security 
so that he could forget her. He wanted to see her 
bound, so that he could be free. 

“T can’t work, when you’re so uncertain,” he cried 
petulantly. “Tll never be sure now that you are 
waiting.” 

Oh, that is very fine, said her heart, that is a very 
fine thing, if you don’t feel sure. And she smiled at 
him perplexingly. She was a bird perched upon a 
bough, but ever with wings ready for the open sky. 
He felt this, as she meant him to feel it. 

“Tf you loved me, you couldn’t go off like that,” 
he reproved. 

“Tt was only for three days,” she said, as if three 
days had not been eternity, black with its endlessness 
and pain. “And besides I'll spend the whole day with 
you. . . . I won’t work to-day.” She was granting 
queenly favors, sure of herself, sure of his unsure- 
ness. “This is a day to see Rossorty with the sun 
upon it,” she said. “We will go there.” 

“And take a picnic basket,” he cried, grateful and 
eager, though his wishes had not been consulted. 

“No need .. . . I know a fishwife who will bake 
scones for us, and fry fresh herring.” 
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They climbed bareheaded up the rose-colored cliff 
between the lime-white cottages. It was a day for 
drying nets, and a day for mending them. Fisher- 
men’s wives with three-cornered shawls upon their 
heads stretched the nets upon the white walls or sat 
mending them in the doorways. 

A sure-footed donkey, buttressed on east and west 
with a creel full of cabbages, zigzagged its way up the 
slope in front of them. 

The sun caught the sea spray at the clifftop in a 
fitful rainbow, and the air was sonorous with the gen- 
tle booming of the sea in the caves beneath them. 

The Websters’ cottage at the clifftop was empty, 
its door gently swinging on its hinges. The weary- 
willies in its window-boxes were crystalled with the 
salty spray. Its door-step, blue-clayed by some kind 
hand, was unblemished by foot-prints, as if none but 
ghosts walked over its threshold. They looked in, 
and finally went in, stepping carefully over the blue- 
clayed door-step. 

“Somebody must blue-clay it in memory of the 
Websters,” Nancy said. “Nobody will live here now 
because the sea has taken all the Websters. They 
think the cottage is ill-fated.” 

Harvey smiled, as he always did when she said 
things like that. 

“But J don’t think so,” she said, defending herself 
against his smile. “I’m going to live here when 
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Fassefern is open to the public and I can’t stay there 
any more.” 

“It’s too mournful with that sea pounding under 
it all the time,” he objected. 

“Not for me, I feel at home here, and near to 
them.” 

“The Fasseferns, or the Websters?” he laughed. 

“The Fasseferns . . . their bones lie under 
this. . . . Come and let me show you the smuggling 
caves.” 

They went first to the cliff’s sharp edge, and lying 
side by side, gazed down upon the “Rumbling Gulch” 
far below. The sea swirled with frothing lips about 
the black rocks, sharp teeth, on which the Fasseferns 
died. 

“You see the path that runs down?” she asked 
him, pointing to a narrow ledge-like path on the 
face of the cliff. “That leads to the Fasseferns’ 
cave. . . . There are other smuggling caves here 
but only a Fassefern could guide a boat through those 
rocks. The sea is out far enough. . . . Would you 
like to go down and see the cave?” 

“No, I shouldn’t like it a bit,” Harvey sighed, 
drawing back from the cliff’s edge to regain his feet. 
“But I see that you’re determined to show it to me.” 

“Tam,” she laughed. “Tl introduce you to my 
ancestors or die trying to do it.” 

Protesting mildly, he followed her as she guided 
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him headlong downward by the ragged path that led 
to the cave. 

“Jump,” she called back. “It’s safe enough.” 

“Oh, quite,” he retorted, eying with disapproval 
the crumbling rock which was to receive him. 

Her laugh, dancing like a silver ball on the face 
of the cliff, rose up to him: 

“The Fasseferns used to come here at dead of 
night, when a boat was expected.” 

“Yes, but ’m merely a Brune,” he sighed, “and 
I would so like not to break my neck.” 

“Oh, you won't,” she flung upward, and her bright 
head disappeared again beneath him. 

“Tt’s all right here,” she called with many silver 
voices. “Room for two.” 

He joined her on a kelp-grown ledge, and warily, 
step by step, they went along it into a cave, a cave 
with black sea for a floor, a secret, a catafalque-like 
cave, dripping with moist green weeds, green arms 
that reached sinister fingers into the air feeling, feel- 
ing for something. 

“This is right under the Websters’ cottage. . . «; 
The Websters were lookout men for the Fasseferns in 
smuggling days. There are probably chests of Span- 
ish gold and jewels at the bottom of this . . . but 
there are Fassefern bones as well.” 

“T hate the smell of it,” said Harvey. “It smells 
like a tomb.” 
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“Well, it is. . . . This is the back wash from 
the gulch,” she explained. “It’s the Fasseferns’ tomb. 
The sea washes their bones in here to keep them close 
‘to homeé.. 2.0." 

“They’re welcome to it. . . . I wouldn’t want 
it to get me, even after ’m dead.” 

“Oh, it wouldn’t have you. . . . It takes only 
Fasseferns,” she retorted. “And we like it. . .; . I 
want to be here when I’m dead.” 

He laughed. It was a laugh of indulgent amuse- 
ment at her expense, but the cave took it from his 
mouth, and threw it back at them multivoiced, a-hol- 
low yet venomous laugh. Terrified for a moment, 
they peered into the cave’s far recesses, expecting to 
see the green-boned ghosts who had laughed at them. 

“It’s just the echo,” Nancy whispered. 

“Not a bit of it,” he said. “It’s your nasty old 
ancestors laughing at me. I don’t like them. Let’s 
get out.” 

He hurried her out, hastening dangerously their 
steps on the kelp-slippery ledge, until they stood in 
the sun again, their hands and clothes green-grimed 
with the sea-moss of the cave. 

She was glad to be out. In there it had really 
seemed that all the Fasseferns laughed at Harvey, dis- 
approved of him. Almost it seemed that they wished 
to tell her something, to warn her. “Celtic nonsense,” 
she reflected, following Harvey up the cliff. 
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Soon they were sitting at Mrs. Penny’s white 
scrubbed table, eating fragrant scones and fried fresh 
herring, while Mrs. Penny herself, a ruffled Cochin 
China hen, clucked back and forth from table to 
griddle, baking new scones to set before them. 

And finally they went down the cliff to the low 
road, leaving Rossorty hanging upon the sky, a 
mirage picture, behind them, and went back to Fasse- 
fern at dusk to music. But to music in which he did 
not forget her now. All through his playing he kept 
his eyes upon her face, asking for some deep gift that 
she could give him. A gift that he must have béfore 
wholeness would come to him again. His eyes kept 
asking her, and his music kept telling her why he 
asked. But she had need to hear it in words, and she 
asked: 

“That night, you said . . 

“Whatever I said that night isn’t true,” he 
answered, his eyes begging her to believe him. 

“But you said you must not be lost.” 

“Words.” 

This warmed her, so she confessed: 

“T was jealous of your music, Harvey, that was 
why I ran away.” 

It was not wise to say this, but the need of wisdom 
was past, was quite past, surely. 

“No need to be jealous,” he said. And after a 
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“You are my music.” 

She knew this was not true, but her heart was 
seduced by the sweet thought that it might some day 
be true. 

“I’ve done my best work for you . . . this 
suite . . . nothing else I’ve done isso good. . . . 
And when I finished I came to look for you.” 

Reproach hung in the air after his words. 

How foolish her running away seemed. How 
childish. . . . Narrow heart that could not under- 
stand, slow heart that needed words, blind heart that 
must see banners flying to know that love has come. 

Still, she did need words, guide-posts, for fear she 
might lose her way again, and so: 

“When did you love me first? ... .. . What was 
the very first moment?” 

“When I took the beechnuts out of your hand.” 

Ah, but she had loved him since he stood against 
the waterfall whistling the Barcarolle! Some day she 
would tell him this, some safe day. To-day was be- 
glamoured, but it was not safe, not yet. There was a 
place past all this, where she could tell him honest 
things, but they could not reach that place till the 
asking in his eyes was answered. And she was afraid 
of the asking in his eyes . . . not afraid, but not 
ready with the answer. ... ., . Not yet. .. . This 
waiting was sweet. . .. It would be sweet to wait 
always.c sc: ..s 
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So beglamoured day followed on beglamoured 
day, till a sharp night came, and the asking in his eyes 
flared to rebellion: 

Pow damn ait, 1. cant play. scsi. Canit cyor 
see? ., . . Don’t do that!” He broke her hands 
down as they reached to his hair. 

“Harvey!” 

“Tm sorry, but ’m only human.” 

This was blaming her. And he should not be 
blaming her. She was not refusing . . . only, 
only she did not know. . . . He could break his 
way through to the answer in her, and she would be 
glad . . . but she could not find it for her- 
self. . . . Why was he so apart and angry, so as 
if she had injured him? 

“I’m going out.”” He jumped to his feet. 

““May I come, Harvey?” 

“God! No.” He jerked his head up like a 
pained beast. The fierceness of his voice ran through 
her, a red thread of sweet fire, calling from some 
deep place the answer to his savage need. 

“Harvey!” 

But he was gone . . . out through the long 
window .. . hurrying away from her, a black 
slender swiftness under the clear moon. 

She sat down in the deep chair by the window. 
Her eyes, surrendering and bemused, watched the 
moon-clear path for his return. 
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THE trees along the drive flamed with autumn, 
yellow and orange and rich dark red. No wind had 
come yet to shake the leaves and spread them in a 
glowing patchwork quilt upon the ground. They 
were warm with their fullest beauty still. 

The summer had gone by with breathless, almost 
with treacherous, haste. Why need it have hurried 
so? Nancy thought of all the summers that had 
lagged, taking their time with primroses, with blue 
bells, with sweetbriar roses, and lingering at the long 
length with the heather purple upon the hills. Giving 
each flower its slow opening time, and its long bloom- 
ing, unhurriedly. But this summer, her summer, 
where had it gone flying on swift feet? 

She tried to see it day by day, to bring it back 
step by step as it had fled away, but it would come 
back only as one big haze of happiness, golden and 
sweet and warm, it would not be broken up and 
examined. 

She wondered if Harvey had noticed that autumn 
was here. She wondered if he remembered that in 
only a few weeks he must leave Fassefern and she 
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must leave it also. But to go where? To go up to 
Webster’s cottage on the clifftop, or away to the Con- 
tinent with Harvey. Surely it would be to the 
Continent, for how could they part now even for a 
little while? 

She could hear the organ. He was playing a piece 
of his own, a piece full of suppressed irritation, rest- 
less, almost bad-tempered: “my headache” he called 
it laughingly one day when she asked its name. 

He was playing longer than usual this morning, 
an hour longer almost. She wanted to go to him but 
felt a timidity about interrupting, though that was 
foolish. He had told her many times that she did not 
“interrupt,” that only she out of all the world could 
come to him without “interrupting.” “You never 
destroy me, you build me.” He had said that over 
and over through the summer months. Still, she 
hesitated. 

He had not composed anything all summer, 
nothing since that first week . . . but it was 
enough . . . he said it was enough: “I must have 
periods of lying fallow,” he had said, “I'll work all 
the better for this, ’m absorbing.” He had practised, 
of course, hours every day, but he had not been lost 
in his music, he would always know when the time 
was up and ‘come to her, glad to get out and walk 
upon the windy road with her. Glad to walk in the 
sun, or through bracken-scented woods, glad to sit by 
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the fire on rainy days reading to her. These were 
almost the happiest days, the days when rain made 
silver bars enclosing them together, holding all the 
world away. 

It was strange that she had always this timidity 
about interrupting him, a sort of slumbering guilt, 
always on the verge of awakening, no matter how he 
tried to reassure her. Even when he left the organ of 
his own accord to come with her, she found herself 
making great efforts to please him, as if she had 
somehow to make up to him for a wrong she was 
doing him. “It’s because it isn’t in me to be un- 
reservedly happy,” she would tell herself. But still 
she could not dispel the feeling that she was guilty 
toward him in proportion to her happiness, and that 
a day of reckoning must come. Sheer nonsense of 
course. How could her love hurt him? 

She went to the organ room and stood silently 
behind him. He played on for a moment, not know- 
ing she was there. Her eyes traveled over him, 
worshiping the slim long length of him, and the 
upward-held head, so dear, so deeply dear. 

He felt her behind him and turned round not 
smiling, still with that caged look which he had when 
he played “my headache,” but coming out of it to 
her quickly, and quickly answering her smile. 

“You have practised a long time to-day.” 

“Not long enough. I can’t play.” 
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She smiled at that. 

“I must get some honest work done.” 

“Do I hinder you, Harvey?” Her slumbering 
guilt started up in her words. 

“No, darling, no . . . Pm just weak-minded.” 
He clasped her to him, kissing her to wipe out the 
suggestion that she hindered him. But a minute later 
he looked moodily toward the organ again: 

“T’ve got to get seriously to work. . . . All 
these concerts, and nothing ready.” 

“T’m going to Pitouie to-day to be gone for a 
week.” She offered it hastily. 

“Oh, it isn’t your being here . . . it’s some- 
thing in myself. . . .” 

“You're sure?” 

He kissed her again for answer. 

“T’'m sorry came . . . but P’m leaving at four, 
Tl go away now and let you work.” 

“No use! I can’t concentrate in little 
snatches . . . and you're going. . . .” 

“But its four hours yet . . . you can be 
working.” 

“Hours are nothing . . . I need days . 
months.” 

“You'll have a whole week, anyway,” she said, 
still accepting the blame though he did not put it upon 
her. 
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It was strange to go back to Pitouie. She seemed 
cut off from it by centuries of time. Nothing seemed 
the same, because she herself had changed so much. 

It disturbed her not at all that Pitouie was whis- 
pering and nudging over her, and discussing Harvey 
and his “intentions.” Pitouie’s opinion could not 
matter to her any more, she was beyond it. But she 
was not beyond Divot Meg’s opinion! Sometimes she 
was tempted to go to the White Ship and tell Divot 
Meg about her love, but she always put it off till she 
could go and say: “I’ve come to tell you that I’m to 
be married next week.” This would be the easiest 
way to start such a conversation, and would put a 
dignity upon their love that it could not have without 
this. 

She wanted to tell old Mrs. Anderson also, but 
she put off telling her for the same reason. Though 
the old woman would question her avidly about Har- 
vey. So avidly in fact that she had to lie carefully 
to keep the old woman from knowing: “Yes, I see 
him, but only rarely. Only when we happen to run 
into each other in the corridors.” ‘No, I don’t think 
it is queer of him to be so solitary.” “Well, perhaps 
I’m not the kind that attracts men.” Mrs. Anderson 
was not wholly deceived by these answers, but she 
was silenced by them. 

Mrs. Boweys, the nurse, was permanently at the 
parsonage now. It was thought by the village that she 
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was there to take care of the old lady, but in truth 
she was taking care of the minister’s wife. 

A blight had fallen on young Mrs. Anderson. She 
lived in terror of death. Every one was trying to kill 
her. When Nancy came she would whisper her 
fears, plucking nervously at her sleeve: 

“Do you know that they’re trying to poison 
me? . . . She’s doing it.” 

Nancy would try to soothe her, pointing out that 
“she” could not leave her bed, being crippled for 
life by her fall, and could not possibly poison her. 
But this would only start a new terror. Clutching 
Nancy hard, she would whisper: 

“She tries to make me fall . . . she puts 
BHOt - Wehay o 

But at this point some dim instinct to guard her- 
self would stop her, and she would glare at Nancy 
suspiciously : 

“What has she been telling you about shot?” she 
would scream. “It’s a lie, it’s a lie!” 

Nancy wondered if the minister guessed what lay 
under these ravings. But William went his way as 
usual, giving each bite its required number of chews 
at meal-times, preaching the same bilious sermons 
about the same flaccid God, and making his customary 
rounds to “comfort the sick and dying.” If he knew 
anything he never betrayed that he knew it. His 
wife’s behavior was always “nervousness.” 
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On the third day that she was back at Pitouie, 
Nancy went down to the library to see Andrew. She 
barely expected to find him there, for it was feeing 
market-day, and sometimes the revelry of drunken 
farm-hands made it wise to close the library. But he 
was there, and he was alone. She was glad of this. 
She missed Andrew. Every time she came down 
she tried to restore their old friendship, and carry it 
back to what it had been before they went to Fasse- 
fern. But Andrew always prevented it. He had been 
entrenched behind a wall of flippancy all summer. 
It was rarely she had an honest word with him now. 

But this morning he was more the old Andrew 
and willing to talk. She was glad when he said, 
smiling a little crookedly, but with friendly eyes: 

“And must I get a new assistant in October?” 

“IT don’t know, Andrew.” She looked at him 
freely, hiding nothing. “Harvey is not good at 
planning practical things.” She smiled. “We'll be 
married, of course, but I think J will have to 
arrange it.” 

“He hasn’t proposed yet?” Andrew was turning 
a paper cutter over and over in his hand, his eyes, 
directed upon it earnestly, did not lift to her face as 
he spoke. 

“Proposed! Oh, Andrew!” she laughed teasingly. 
“Down on his left knee with his hand upon his 
heart? . . ., ‘Will you be mine for ever!’ ” 
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Andrew conceded a smile, but a very faint smile. 

“Harvey and I understand each other . . i. we 
don’t need proposals and engagement rings.” 

“Nor marriage ceremonies?” Andrew’s eyebrow 
asked the question more pertinently than his words. 

“Oh, yes, marriage ceremonies in due season,” 
she admitted, and, laughing softly, asked, “Are you 
trying to warn me against Harvey, Andrew?” 

Andrew flushed. A flicker of annoyance passed 
over his face. 

“Oh, no!”’ he denied. “Nevertheless,” he added, 
and he smiled crookedly to take away the suggestion 
that he was being a moral adviser, “nevertheless, I 
advise you to limit his privileges till after the cere- 
mony.” 

“You think that love is right or wrong because of 
a ceremony?” 

“Oh, no, my dear. But it is wise, or foolish, 
because of a ceremony. ‘Good’ women make the 
marriage bargain first.” 

“This from you, Andrew. . . . You know that 
you despise calculating women.” 

“Still I concede their wisdom in a world where 
men hold women lightly who give themselves without 
this barter.” Andrew’s voice was as cool and glint- 
ing as the edge of the paper-knife. 

“Harvey doesn’t hold me lightly,” she cried 
fiercely, betraying herself into his hands. 
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But Andrew was the one who looked betrayed. 
His eyes were heavy with shame. He could not lift 
them to her face. 

“T didn’t know,” he muttered. “I wouldn’t have 
spoken . . .” He was pushing the knife along the 
grooves of the table with a desperate aimlessness. 

“I’m not ashamed of love, Andrew,” she said, 
compelling him to meet her proud eyes. 

“No, Nancy, no,” he stumbled, trying to hide from 
her brave face, but she would not let him hide. 

“You are ashamed for me!” 

“No!” 

But the way he said it sank into her breast pain- 
fully. 

“You think that Harvey holds me lightly!” She 
thrust the words glinting like a spear toward him. 

He winced. 

“No!” 

But his eyes moved away, leaving her to feel that 
he did think this. 

“You don’t know Harvey. ’. . . He is differ- 
ent.” 
although it was still proud. 

Andrew’s lips formed themselves to say bitter 
things at the mention of Harvey’s name, but he held 
his peace and sat staring past her through the window, 
his eyes pale with looking hard at things they did not 
wish to see. 


A faint tone of pleading stole into her voice, 
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“Andrew, it isn’t a tragedy.” She was trying to 
cheer him, though her heart ached drearily. 

“Will you go now, Nancy?” he asked. 

“You're sending me away, Andrew?” 

“He’s here.” She followed his glance out of the 
window and saw Harvey getting out of his car and 
coming in through the library gate. 

Her drearily aching heart quickened at the sight 
of him. How silly of her to be depressed by Andrew. 
What did he know of love? 

“It’s Harvey,” she cried unnecessarily, but unable 
to keep from saying it. 

“So I observed,” Andrew answered dryly. 

“He . . . do you want to see him?” 

“T can survive if I don’t.” 

“Well, then . ... do you mind?” But she did 
not care if he minded. She must get to Harvey at 
once and stand close to him so that the current which 
flowed from him to her could fill her with happiness 
again and stop this ache which Andrew had started. 

She met him in the little outer room. He had 
his caged look, as if he might burst bars at any 
minute and declare something, but she was too blind 
with her own need for comfort to see this. 

“Harvey, oh, Harvey, you came just when I 
needed you.” She was pressing her face like a 
frantic child against the Donegal tweed of his coat 
which smelled faintly of peat. 
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“What's the matter?” 

“Nothing! Nothing now,” she laughed gaspingly. 
“Andrew was being cynical about love. . . .. This 
is silly of me.” 

He soothed her with mechanical tenderness, his 
mind still adjusting itself. 

“Poor chap, I'd be cynical about most things in 
his place.” 

“He had me all ready to quaff the hemlock cup,” 
she laughed, quite restored again. 

“Poor chap, I suspect he’s in love with you.” 

“Oh, it wasn’t about that . . . and I don’t think 
he is . . . not now.” 

“Well, if he ever was, you can be sure he still 
is. . . . It isn’t very easy to stop loving you.” 

“Have you been trying to?” 

“With no success, as you see.” He bowed, chival- 
rously mocking, but there was a current of irritation 
behind his words. He took her arm and guided her 
out toward the car without asking if she could leave. 

“Why did you come?” she cried, still marveling 
at this unexpected happiness. 

“T had things to say to you.” 

“Dreadful things, by the look of your face,” she 
mocked up at him, her feet almost dancing in their 
joy to be walking by his side. 

“We'll go for a drive.” He was putting her un- 
ceremoniously into the car as he spoke. She laughed 
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at his moody face. She was too happy to be troubled 
by it. 

“Mr. Brune,” she said with that polite manner of 
nonsense which she used when her heart was over- 
flowing, “if you didn’t look so fierce, I might be 
induced to mention that I’m rather fond of you.” 

“Mention away,” he said with a half-smile. 

“Not with so little encouragement,” she objected. 

He said nothing to that. And her mood was 
stayed for a moment, but it burbled up again irrepres- 
sibly. 

“Any slight mention that you might make of your 
emotions toward me would be most gratefully re- 
ceived, Mr. Brune.” 

He smiled widely at her nonsense, but hastily 
withdrew the smile again, as if determined to main- 
tain a mood. 

“May I dare to hope that you love me?” 

“You may,” he said, laughing outright despite 
himself and turning to her with a begrudging but sur- 
rendering face. 

“You’re such a little fool.” 

“Yes,” she agreed brightly. 

They drove on a while in silence. 

“You know, Nancy, we can’t go on like this . 

I haven’t done any work all summer.” He was 
gathering his mood back again, as if bent on putting 
something through. 
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“You were going to work all this week,” she 
reminded him. 

He moved irritably. 

“T know, but I came to talk to you about that.” 

“What, Harvey?” Her face was turned up to him 
in an effort to be grave and discuss whatever clouded 
thing he had upon his mind. But her face would not 
be grave, happiness lurked in all its curves, and 
sighed from her parted lips. 

He looked at her, and seemed to shift his ground. 

“Nothing really . . . an excuse to see you.” 

But she saw through that: 

“There was something.” 

“Tt’s really my fault, not yours,” he parried. “A 
musician should be a Trappist monk.” 

She sat a while thoughtful: 

“Tl let you be a Trappist monk, Harvey.” 

“By desire, I mean. . . . It’s no use when I 
don’t want to be one.” 

“Did you used to be a “Trappist monk’?” 

“Pretty much.” 

“And you got more work done?” 

“Yes . . . and I’ve got to regain my singleness 
of purpose . . . somehow.” 

“How ‘singleness’?” 

“T’ve got to stop loving you so much.” He said 
it laughingly, though there was a fringe of accusation 
in the words as well. 
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“T shouldn’t like that,” she laughed uncertainly, 
surprised that tears wanted to come into her eyes. 
Silly of them! This was just a conversation. He 
could not stop loving her just because he decided that 
he should. 

Their aimless driving had brought them to a place 
on the kirk brae road which was opposite the market- 
place. Through the screen of trees the softened 
sound of a calliope rose up to them. 

“The feeing market?” cried Harvey. “Is it the 
feeing market?” 

Manhood had fallen away from his face, dis- 
carded like a mask that had never fitted, and he was 
the Whistling Boy again. 

“Oh, let’s go, Nancy!” 

A few moments ago she would have loved this 
change in him, but now it hurt that he could say: “I 
must stop loving you so much,” and in the next breath 
turn joyously to the feeing market, leaving her with 
that thrust still aching and unassuaged. How deftly 
he could wound, and how quickly turn away! 

“You don’t want to go?” he asked in disappointed 
tones. 

“Oh, yes, I do,” she hastened. And she really did 
wish to go. She liked feeing markets. But she would 
go more happily if he said: “I was talking rot, I 
couldn’t stop loving you! And I don’t want to stop.” 
But she could not trouble this eager little boy with 
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such grown-up emotions. He belonged to another 
time, and was not concerned with love. 

They left the car by the roadway and walked up 
the lane which led to the market square. 

As they neared the end of the lane, Divot Meg 
came out of the market. She had been making the 
rounds of the venders’ stalls and sideshows, in order 
to estimate how many lodgers she might expect for the 
night. And to advertise her lodging-house to those 
new wayfarers who had not yet heard of the White 
Ship. 

Nancy could see by the lively way that her eyes 
dwelt on Harvey that she had heard the gossip about 
the two of them. She tried to smile at her but Meg 
did not look her way, but passed them, still giving 
the tail of her eye to Harvey. Nancy was sure that 
she stopped to look after them, but she did not turn 
her head because she wanted Meg to look her fill. 
It made her feel happy that Meg had seen them to- 
gether, and had got such a good look at Harvey. 


The market was past its height when they arrived, 
children had eaten and yelled through the hot hours 
of the day and now were subdued and fretful. Farm- 
hands, with their early morning hilarity dying down, 
were inclined to be quarrelsome. Candy venders 
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lashed at the flies which crowded upon their wares 
and cried shrilly to know if the yokels had glue in 
their pockets or why was it so hard for them to get 
a penny out. The man at the heavy-hammer machine 
taunted in vain, nothing would make the farm-hands 
part with a shilling to show that they could drive the 
marker flying to the top to ring the bell. No use for 
the bespangled barker to cry the wonders of the one 
and only mermaid in captivity. Every one had poked 
at her with an inquiring finger, and all knew that her 
tail was only the skin of a white shark varnished to 
make it shine, and several had seen her stretching her 
legs between acts behind the sideshow tenis. 

The paths between the venders’ stalls were ankle- 
deep in paper bags and discarded gewgaws. Some of 
the shows were already packing up to take the road 
again before sunset. The “Beautiful Queen of Bare- 
back Riders” sat on a small beer barrel, eating a 
blood-pudding. From the spiggot between her feet 
she filled a tin cup with beer and drank thirstily. No 
more performances to-day, she could drink all she 
liked. 

“Tt wasn’t like this when we were kids, was it? 
It used to seem grand. Didn’t it?” said Harvey. 

“And much bigger,” said Nancy. “I used to 
think the feeing market was an endless fairy-land 
going on and on for miles and miles. I never thought 
of it as a few stalls in the middle. 
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“And the bareback riders with spangles and 
tights; surely they weren’t painted old hags too.” 

“T wish we hadn’t come,” said Nancy, a sadness 
creeping into her heart. There had always been a 
glamour in feeing markets for her as a child. Her 
earliest memory was mixed up with bright balloons 
and spangled ladies, with merry-go-rounds and loud 
music, and her mother, her yellow-haired mother who 
had left her side and disappeared in all the glitter 
and glory of a feeing market. Gone away perhaps to 
be a shining princess on a swaying elephant. . 

Was it into this tawdry thing that she had 
gone, into this garish “fairy-land” where “Beautiful 
Queens” sat on beer barrels eating blood-pudding and 
scratching themselves? . 

“God! How can a white woman do that!” Har- 
vey’s face was pale with distaste. 

Nancy looked where he was looking. A down- 
ward rushing fear almost bore her to her knees, and 
her ears roared like caves into which a wild sea was 
pounding. Memory went tearing its painful way 
back to the day when her mother had left her to mount 
just such a platform. . . . A negro medicine-man 
was calling his wares. On the platform by him sat a 
woman, a white woman, holding the bottles of medi- 
cine for the crowd to see. . . ., “God in your 
mercy, God in your mercy, make it not my mother! 
Make it not . . .” 


288 


eH 4 4 * DARK STAR * ¥ * % % 


Was it, was ither mother? No! No! It was not, 
it could not be her mother. Her mother’s eyes were 
blue and always flecked with laughter. Her mother’s 
hair had glinted with gold and curled about her head. 
This woman’s eyes were no color. They were flat and 
glazed like the agate brooches in the watchmaker’s 
window. . . . Round pieces of cold agate set in a 
tace long dead. . ., . Two agate tombstones guard- 
ing the secret dead. . .. . 

No! No! This was not her mother. . .. Her 
mother’s hair had been something to wonder at and 
reach for in the sunlight. .. . .. This woman’s hair 
was like cold ashes . ., . broken wings about a 
dead face. . 

No! It was not her mother: “Oh, God, I thank 
Thee, I thank Thee!” 

“Let’s get away from here, Nancy. . . ., That 
woman! . . . God, how can women degrade them- 
selves so!” 

His arm was about her as if to make a barrier 
between her and such ugliness. Possessively he 
steered her through the untidy tumult of the market 
out into the lane that was bordered with honeysuckle 
spilling over the walls of gardens on either side. 

“Did you hate it as much as that, dear?” he said 
as he saw her drained face. 

“Harvey!” Oh, why did she have to tell him? 
Couldn’t she ignore this thing that cried that he must 
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know? It was not her mother, so why need she tell? 
“Harvey, you saw that woman?” 

“Terrible creature. I shouldn’t have let you see 
her. . . . Forgive me.” 

“Harvey, do you love me?” 

He laughed: 

““Must I show you here, with Mrs. Walker picking 
gooseberries for a pie, and pretending not to see us?” 

“Just tell me.” 

“T love you.” He looked inquiringly at her white 
earnest face. 

“No. . . :: Don’t look at me, Harvey, while I 
tell you this. . . . You saw that woman. . . ., 
My mother went away with a negro medicine-man 
when I was six.” 

“Nancy!” 

“Don’t look at me, Harvey. . . . I thought at 
first that that woman was my mother. . . .” 

“God!” 

“No! No! She isn’t my mother, but my mother 
did what that woman is doing. . . . So you 
SROliy lee! er 
“See what, dear?” 

“That is the other side of me . . . the side 
that isn’t Fassefern.” 

“It isn’t any side of you. . . . It’s got nothing 
to do with you. . . . You are all Fassefern. You 
are Nancy. My Nancy... .” 
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“Is that true? . . . It doesn’t make any dif- 
ference?” 

“How could it? I love you.” 

“T’m glad I told you.” 

“Let’s forget it.” 

“Where do you suppose my mother is now?” 

“Dead, let us hope.” 

“If she were alive, Harvey? If that were 
she . . . what then?” 

“Need we bother about that, dear? It isn’t a 
pleasant subject.” 

“You said it made no difference.” 

“Tt doesn’t. But need we dwell on all the horrible 
possibilities?” 

“T think ’m going to dwell on them after to-day.” 

“Why after to-day?” 

“T never realized before how terrible it is. . 

That woman looked . . . she looked like some- 
thing dead . . . yet moving.” 

“She’s a drug addict, that’s why.” 

“My mother might be that.” 

“Perhaps so.” His voice was tinged with irrita- 
tion, and he quickened his step as if some thought 
needed a hurried action to keep pace with it. Nancy 
walked faster also. She had the feeling that he was 
running away from something. Running away from 
her, and that she must hurry, hurry, and hold on lest 
he escape her altogether. 
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Why had she told him? He hated unpleasant 
things. He always hurried away from them. But it 
is necessary to be honest, isn’t it? It would have been 
wrong not to tell him, wouldn’t it? 

“Are you sorry that I told you, Harvey?” 

“No, of course not.” 

“T had to tell you. Hadn’t I?” 

“Why had to?” 

“Tt would have been deceiving you if I hadn’t. 
Wouldn’t it?” 

“T don’t think so.” 

“But you would have told me if it had been your 
mother. Wouldn’t you?” 

“T wouldn’t have remembered it,” he said. 

And she knew that this was the truth. Harvey 
would have forgotten it. Harvey would never remem- 
ber anything that caused him pain. If grief came to 
him he would go to his organ and drown it in floods 
and floods of music until all trace of it, all memory 
of it, was for ever wiped away, and it existed at last 
only as a nameless thread of pain in a tapestry of 
sound. 

She was sorry now that she had forced this know]l- 
edge upon him. She must learn that Harvey was not 
to be leaned upon. He could love with her, dream 
with her, play with her, laugh with her, but he could 
not, and would not, sorrow with her. She must do 
that alone. 
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“Will you come to the parsonage for dinner?” 
she asked as they reached the place on the street 
where his blue car stood waiting. 

“No, I can’t, I must go back to-Fassefern. . 

I must write the end of the third movement.” 

He was holding the door open for her. “Hop 
in. . . . [have to work hard when you're not there, 
so that I can play when you are.” He smiled at her 
and she felt that he was smiling because he had been 
able to put it so nicely. He was smiling because he 
could hurry away from her and the thought of her 
mother, and yet leave her pleased with his reason 
for going. 

They reached the parsonage gates. She forbore 
to ask him again to stay. And jumped out quickly, 
not waiting for him to help her. 

“All right, PIl see you the day after to-morrow,” 
she said quite gaily. 

He held her hand. He seemed grateful to her for 
being gay. 

“Don’t be longer than that,” he urged. 

“No! . . . Geta lot of work done.” 

“T will.” He climbed back into the car. “Au 
revoir, darling.” 

“Au revoir.” 

He slipped in the clutch and was off. She lin- 
gered in the gate, watching. Would he look back? 
Would he? Would he? It was so important that he 
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should remember to look back to-day. The bend of 
the road . . . now! No! He was gone. He had 
not looked back. . . . 

He was glad, glad to get away from a girl who 
had a mother like that, and who insisted on remem- 
bering her, insisted on talking about her. . 

She turned in at the gate. She was tired, tired. 
Oh, if Harvey’s arms would only be a shelter. . 

But that would never be. They were arms to demand, 
arms to thrill, but never, never arms to com- 
botteo. Mania 


At dusk the Tinker’s Kitchen in the White Ship 
was heavy with the mixed odors of fried herring, fried 
steaks and fried sausage. Kale was boiling at the 
back of the stove with a ham bone in it. And above 
all other smells there rose the pungent smell of boil- 
ing turnips. Hungry venders sat about waiting for 
the frying pan. Divot Meg, a sharp-tongued justice, 
stood by to see that there was fair play and that no 
customer slipped ahead and took another’s turn, also 
that each wiped out the frying pan with the newspaper 
which was put there for the purpose. 

It had been a poor market, and some grumbled 
about the price of the beds. Others decided to move 
on that night to the next town after having eaten. A 
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row started between the Heavy-Hammer Machine Man 
and the owner of the Hurdy-Gurdy. The Hurdy- 
Gurdy Man’s monkey made a blunder past excuse on 
the back of the Heavy-Hammer Machine Man’s neck. 
He threw the chattering creature at its owner in his 
fury. They were at each other’s throats in a minute. 
But Divot Meg, making good use of her feet, had 
them separated in no time. 

“This is a place for ladies and gentlemen, Ill 
have you know. Anybody that’s got fighting to do 
can do it on the street,” she yelled, as she deftly 
lashed out with her feet, managing by years of prac- 
tise to land them on the most painful places. 

This quieted, a hullabaloo started in the lobby. 
The Home-Made Candy Wifie was screaming: 

“Tl not be housed with a nigger, I’m telling 
you. . . . I'ma lady born and bred.” 

Divot Meg pushed her way out to the lobby, 
her fists and feet ready to settle whatever they might 
encounter. The negro medicine-man and his white 
woman had come in. The Home-Made Candy Wifie 
was barring their way, and crying out that if such 
dung were to be housed here, she was going to leave. 
The white woman was taking no part in the argument 
but was trying in a sort of stupor to seat herself upon 
the floor. But the negro was holding her up on one 
side and the Home-Made Candy Wifie was kicking 
her up on the other. 
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Divot Meg threw the Candy Wifie out of the way: 

“No black men here,” she told the negro. “Your 
woman can stay if she likes, but you'll have to find 
other quarters.” 

“Let’s move on, Snowey,” said the negro to the 
woman. 

But she had managed at last to slide to the floor 
and was sitting with legs stretched out before her, 
back against the yellow ochered wall. 

“T’m staying here,” she announced thickly. 

“I’m going on,” he warned her. 

“Go on then,” 

He kicked her on the hip: “Get up, you scabby 
slut!” 

She paid no attention to the kick but settled down, 
seeming about to sleep. 

“Here!” The negro drew a small package of 
something from his pocket and threw it into the 


she retorted sullenly. 


woman’s lap. Her hands seized upon it rapaciously 
and thrust it into her bodice. It was startling to see 
her move so quickly in the midst of her half-sleep. 

“Come on now, Snowey. You can take it as we 
go, he urged. 

“Tm staying here!” she yelled with amazing 
vigor. “Do you hear me, you stinking coal bag. I’m 
staying here!” 

He raised his foot to kick her again, but Divot 
Meg pushed him toward the door. 
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“No more of that,” she warned. “Make your feet 
your friend now, before I get the police.” 

But he would not be pushed from the door. He 
shoved past her and got the woman by the shoulders. 
“Come on.” He tried to pull her to her feet. 

“Then give it back,” he cried as she resisted him. 
He tried to reach in her bodice but she rolled out of 
his grasp and with unlooked-for speed rose to her 
feet and ran up the rickety stairs to the floor above. 
The negro would have followed her, but Divot Meg 
dragged him down and pushed him backward out of 
the door, where he fell blasphemously on the pave- 
ment. She swung the bar across the door to keep him 
out, and ran up-stairs after the woman. 

The door of her sick man’s room was open. The 
negro’s woman was standing in it, crying: 

“My God, Sandy Tocher, you’re no’ dead yet.” 

The negro’s woman advanced into the queer- 
smelling room and sat on the sick man’s bed. He sat, 
specter-like, looking at her, his silent mouth open in 
a soundless crying. 

Divot Meg followed her in. 

“How comes it that you know my man?” she 
demanded, looking at the woman’s toothless face for 
some sign to know her by. 

The woman was snuffing something that looked 
like sugar up her nose. 

“Why wouldn’t I know him?” she grumbled. “It’s 
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losing my teeth makes me look so bad. . . . That 
damned nigger pulled them . . . the first nigger, 
I mean, the one that sold Jujah for painless 
teeth. . . . When trade was bad, and nobody else 
would volunteer, he pulled one of my teeth. I had to 
look as if it didn’t hurt me so that they would buy his 
medicine. . . . I left him. . . .., But this one’s 
just as bad. . . . Have some .. .” She pushed 
the white powder at the frail silent ghost, and laughed 
shrilly. Her eyes were brightening. 

“Who are you?” Divot Meg demanded, but she 
could have answered the question herself. 

“You haven’t changed much, Meg, . . . still 
the same ugly bitch that Willie Weams jilted.” The 
woman laughed, “And small blame to him.” 

“Bella Pringle! So you’re back again.” 

“For good . . . I never let on to the nigger that 
I came from here. . . . He would never have come 
if he’d known it.” She laughed wildly in a short 
gust, then stopped. “Is my mother living?” 

iINOSs 

“And my lassie?” 

“She’s living.” 

“Married?” 

“Not yet.” 

“All the better, I need somebody to take care of 
me.” 

“You're going to let her know?” 
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“Let her know what?” 

“That you’re her mother?” 

“Don’t you suppose I have a mother’s feelings?” 

““You’ve taken quite a while to remember them.” 

“Taunting me! Taunting me!” cried Bella, and 
she started to whimper. “You’re taunting me because 
Pve had a lot of bad luck and lost my teeth. . . ., 
But my lassie will love me just the same.” 

“Your lassie’s grown up to be a fine lady with an 
education. . . . She runs the library with Andrew 
Morrison.” 

“That cripple that used to trail his legs . . . I 
thought he was training for a doctor. . . . And he’s 
living with my lassie!” 

“No, he’s working with her. She lives at the 
parsonage.” 

“With the minister?” 

“And his wife.” 

“T’m going to see her. . . . She won’t taunt her 
poor mother.” Snuffing up more of the stuff that was 
white like sugar, she put the rest of it in her bodice 
and stood up. 

“Wait, Bella,” said Meg, pushing her into a chair. 
“Let’s have a drink together. . . . You can’t leave 
like this. ., . . We haven’t celebrated your coming 
back.” 

“I’m going right to my lassie,” said Bella deter- 
minedly, and made for the door. 
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Meg followed her, shutting her man’s door after 
them. 

“Bella, come in here,” she urged. “Come in here 
and let me lend you a better-looking hat.” 

“Away,” said Bella, pushing off her hand. “My 
lassie will like me the way I am.” 

**You’d look none the worse for a comb through 
your hair though, and a clean face.” 

“What’s the matter with my face?” Bella de- 
manded belligerently. 

“Come in here and look at it,” said Meg, opening 
her bedroom door. 

Bella went in after her, and peered curiously in 
the small square mirror which hung on the wall. 

“God damn that black buggar,” she said, rolling 
back her lips to stare at her toothless gums. “Id not 
look so bad but for my teeth.” 

“You look fine. It’s just that you’re tired and 
dirty with the market dirt. . . . Sit down, I'll get 
some water to wash you, and a drink of whisky.” 

“T will then,” Bella consented, sitting down in a 
chair. “We've been on the road ten days. It’s hard 
to get a place to sleep on account of his black skin, so 
it’s been a hedge or a hay-rick every night . 
and up at daylight and on again. . . . But ’'m 
finished with it. . . . From now on I'll bask in the 
sun and lie ina bed. . . . I’ll be no black buggar’s 
fancy woman.” 
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“What name was that the nigger called you by?” 
asked Meg. 

“Just a fancy name,” said Bella shortly. 

“Did you go by his name?” Meg persisted. 

“T never went by any name. I was just his 
woman.” 

“But I suppose he knew your real name all right. 
He would never have taken up with you without know- 
ing your name.” 

Bella laughed, “I’ve had a dozen names since I 
left Pitouie. . .. . I was just Snowey to him w . ws 
just Snowey.” 

“A queer kind of name. . . . How did you 
come by it?” 

“What the hell is that to you?” said Bella, sud- 
denly irritated. 

“Oh, nothing, nothing. No offense meant, Bella,” 
Meg said. She fumbled in a kist behind the bed, 
finally bringing out a bottle of whisky which she set 
on the table. 

“No offense meant, I was just interested. ... . 
Open this and take a mouthful while I get the water, 
then we'll have a drink together.” 

Bella laughed, a shrill, uncalled-for laugh, a 
laugh that sounded as if she had no knowledge of its 
cause, or control of its duration. It snapped off again 
as suddenly as it had begun. 

When Meg came back with a wooden washtub 
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filled with hot water, Bella was pulling her clothes 
off, and groaning with relief as the busks of her heavy 
corsets sprang open. She seemed to have forgotten 
her hurry to go. 

“That’s right, Bella, take off your shoes and all, 
and put your feet in this tub . . . there’s nothing 
so resting as getting your feet in warm water.” 

“Away, away!” Bella’s eyes were glittering. 
“There’s nothing that rests you like this. . . .” 
She held out the little packet. “Take some, if you’re 
a friend of mine. Take some,” she commanded. 
“But you're not a friend of mine, you red-headed, 
easy-to-get bitch, you never were a friend of mine.” 

“Tl show you if I’m a friend of yours,” cried 
Meg. “Give me some of it, whatever it is. lll take 
this with you . . . and you drink whisky with me. 
Turn about’s fair play.” 

“Turn and turn about,” shrilled Bella piercingly. 
“Turn and turn about. ., . . Hold your hand, 
Meg.” 

Meg held her palm out. And Bella, jerking and 
squealing in unreasonable glee, shook some of the 
white powder on to it, screaming: 

“Snuff it up! Snuff it up!” 

Meg raised both her palms to her nose, carefully 
sliding the empty palm over the one that held the 
powder, and snuffed loudly and greedily, while Bella 
slapped her hips and laughed in a high key. 
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“There!” cried Meg. “Now you take a drink 
with me. Turn and turn about.” 

“Turn and turn about,” screamed Bella. 

“Put your feet in the water while we drink,” 
advised Meg. 

And Bella with a suddenness that took Meg’s 
breath away jumped into the water, shoes and all, and 
sat with a hard clap on the bottom of the tub, sending 
the water splashing on all sides. But she carefully 
held her hand with the packet of powder high above 
her head. 

“Whoops adaisy,” she yelled, thumping the side 
of the tub with her free hand. “Look at the canary 
in her bath, Meg! Look at the canary! Tweet, 
tweet!” 

“Drink this with me,” said Meg, handing her a 
glass of whisky. “Here’s to Bella Pringle, the bon- 


99 


niest lassie in Pitouie.” 

“IT was that, | was thai!’’ cried Bella. “You never 
could hold a candle to me for looks, Meg, though the 
men liked you the best.” 

“Who cares about men?” cried Meg. “Drink up, 
Bella, to hell with men!” 

“To hell with them, black or white,” screamed 
Bella, and drank the whisky, gulping it ferociously 
as if she hated it but wanted to get it past her throat 
as soon as possible. 

“Come, sit up on the chair, Bella.” She slipped 
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her hands under Bella’s arms and hoisted her up to 
the chair. 

“T’ll take your shoes off and dry them.” 

“You’re a good friend to me, Meg.” 

“Now put your feet back in the warm 
water . . . that’s the lass.” 

“You're a good friend, Meg, you’re a good friend 
to me.” 

“Havers!” said Meg. ‘“Didn’t we grow up to- 
gether?” 

“We did that. . . . That was the happy time, 
Meg.” Bella was talking in a lower key now. The 
splash in the warm water had made her sleepy. She 
lay back in the chair while Meg kneeled on the floor, 
washing her legs. 

“What ever became of Willie Weams?” she asked 
after Meg had dried her legs and pulled away the 
tub. 

“He’s still on the road. I saw him last year with 
a stallion at Callochie.” 

Bella laughed sleepily and yawned: 

“My God, Pm tireder than a man that has stood 
the thrashing machine all day.” 

“Look, Bella, why don’t you go to bed here and 
get a good sleep.” 

“But I’m going to see my lassie.” 

“Well, she’s neither sugar nor salt, she won’t melt 
before morning.” 
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“Give me my boots.” Bella was ugly with ob- 
stinacy again. 

“They're as wet as sponges... . Ill tell you 
what, Bella. You go to bed and Ill go and bring 
your lassie here. It will look better ...., . and you 
can see her all by yourself here without the minister 
to interfere.” 

“That’s right, Meg. That’s right. Bring her here 


to see her poor sick mother,” mourned Bella whim- 


peringly. 

“Fine. Into bed with you, and Il give you my 
best nightgown to wear.” 

Bella moved reluctantly about, taking off the re- 
mainder of her dripping clothes. She laid the little 
package of powder down on the table but snatched it 
up again every time that Meg came near it. Meg 
appeared not to see this, and Bella finally slipped it 
under the oilcloth on the table when she thought that 
Meg was not looking. 

“Now, lie there. Ill go down and make you a 
nice toddy to take the ache out of your bones before 
I go for your lassie.” 

She put a clean pillow-slip upon the pillow and 
pushed it under Bella’s head as she spoke. 

““You’re a good friend to me, Meg, you're a good 
friend. Tl never forget this.” 

“Never mind that,” said Meg. “TI bring the 
toddy now.” 

305 


ee ee He DARK STAR * # *% FF 





When she came back with it steaming hot in a 
Toby-jug without a lid, Bella seemed to be asleep. 
The little mound under the oilcloth on the table was 
no longer there. Meg glanced covertly about, trying 
to see where Bella had put it, but there was no sign 
of it anywhere. Bella was lying with one hand under 
the pillow. She had not heard her come in. 

“All right, Bella, sit up and drink this.” 

But she had to shake her to get her awake. From 
the way she clutched at the pillow as she came to, 
Meg could see that the package was under her head. 

She poured the toddy into two glasses, using a 
steel shoe-horn to keep the glass from cracking. Bella 
lolled, half awake, against the head of the bed and 
watched her. 

“TI never thought that you and me would be 
friends, Meg. Do you mind on Willie Weams at the 
Rossorty dance the night that he bragged about taking 
your maidenhead?” 

“T mind fine,” said Meg dryly. “Take a drink of 
this.” She handed one glass to Bella and took the 
other, seating herself upon the bed. “I mind Willie 
Weams fine. . . . But I’ll warrant he was too late 
to take your maidenhead, Bella.” 

“He was that,” laughed Bella toothlessly, rolling 
her head against the top of the bed. “He was that. 
Ramsey Gordon had been there before him.” 

“Tell me, Bella, which of the two is your 
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lassie’s father? You were very close-mouthed about 
that. . . . Was it Willie Weams?” 

“T never could be sure, Meg.” 

“You'll better not tell your lassie that,” Meg 
advised. 

“What for wouldn’t I?” demanded Bella, getting 
angry again. “Is she setting up to preach at her own 
mother?” 

“Oh, no,” Meg soothed. “But I’ve heard she sets 
a lot of store on having Fassefern blood.” 

“Well . .. . just let her so much as give me a 
cross look and [ll tell her she’s a bairn of Willie 
Weams. . . . That will settle her pride for her. . . 
Tl have the whip-hand of that hussy, mark my 
words!” 

“You will that,” Meg agreed. 

“T will that, Meg. . . . Let her so much as 
questionme . . . I'll settle her.” 

Bella had sat up and was brandishing her almost 
empty glass. Meg slipped her hand under the pillow 
and got the package of powder, concealing it in the 
pocket of her black apron. 

“Let me fill your glass, Bella. . . . I want 
some more myself. . . . That’s fine toddy, isn’t 
ate”? 

“Fine toddy. ... . I'll settle her . . . pride- 
ful bitch, living at the parsonage and her poor mother 


y? 
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Meg stood with her back to the bed. She half 
filled Bella’s glass with hot water and whisky. Then 
she emptied the white powder from her apron pocket 
into it and stirred it with the shoe-horn. 

“Bairns have no gratitude . . . the more you 
do for them, the less thanks you get.” 

“That's right, Bella,’ Meg agreed soothingly. 
“Drink this. . . .” And she gave her the whisky 
in which the white powder was dissolved. 

“Where’s yours? Ill no drink by myself .. . 
I'm a lady, I'll have you know.” 

“You are that,” Meg agreed, taking her glass. 
“You always were a lady, Bella. Here’s to the days 
o auld lang syne, Bella, when we were bairns to- 
gether. . . . Make it a good drink, that’s a grand 
toast.” 

“Tt is that.” 

Meg watched her with narrowed eyes as she 
gulped the drink. 

“My God, Meg, that’s bitter stuff.” 

“It’s strong, that’s all. . . . Once again. 
Here’s to us as bairns, Bella.” 

Once more they drank. 

“My God, that’s bitter.” 

“Just strong, that’s all.” 

“Strong, my God, Meg.” 

Bella fell back asleep, snoring thickly. Meg 
took the glass from her hand and set it on the table, 
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and beside it she laid the paper which had contained 
the white powders. Some of the crystals still clung 
to it. Meg wetted her finger and applied some of 
them to her tongue. She made a wry face and spat, 
wiping her tongue with the corner of her apron. 

Bella was making a smothering sound in her 
throat. It was like snoring but was more muffled. 
Meg looked down at her a minute and then left the 
room, walking quickly, as if she had something to 
do that had best be done with speed. 

She entered her sick man’s room and took the 

pillow from behind him. He was sitting up un- 
comfortably in the middle of the bed, all of him rigid 
as if he were saying: “I have to stay in this bed, but 
I refuse to be comfortable in it.” He watched Meg 
take the pillow with a silent question in his eyes. She 
said nothing but threw it under her arm and went 
out, shutting his door behind her. 
_ She paused on the landing between the two rooms 
long enough to listen to the medley of sounds that 
rose, borne upon a wave of smells from the Tinker’s 
Kitchen below. Then she went into the room where 
Bella lay, locking the door with a preciseness that 
seemed part of a well-ordered plan. 

She laid the pillow on the bed and sat down upon 
a chair to take off her shoes. This done, she mounted 
upon the bed. Bella was lying on her back, her hands 
above her head. Meg took them down and put them 
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at first straight by her sides. She thought better of 
this and got off the bed again. 

From the kist she took a sheet which she tore in 
strips and folded. 

Bella was breathing in queer spasms, very loudly, 
as if something had fallen into her throat and was 
rattling there. At times she would stop breathing 
altogether. Meg went and looked at her when the 
silence had lasted unusually long. She had just put 
out her hand to feel her heart and see if it was still 
beating when the breathing started up again, so she 
went back to preparing the sheet. 

From the fancy blue pin-cushion on her dressing- 
table she took a number of safety-pins. She took one 
end of the sheet and made a neat cuff for Bella’s 
wrist, pinning it with the safety-pins so that it fitted 
snugly but did not pinch. She pulled the sheet down 
under the bed, bringing it up at the opposite side, and 
with the other end of the sheet she made another neat 
and snug-fitting cuff for Bella’s other wrist. In this 
way the arms were held without any force that could 
mark them. Next she took her own high shoes and 
laced them tightly on Bella’s feet. These she bound 
securely to the bars atthe foot of the bed. 

She got back on the bed again and sat on Bella 
with a knee pressed securely under each of her arm- 
pits. She took the pillow and pushed it firmly down 
upon the sleeping gray face and held it there. The 

310 


ee ef F DARK STAR * * % % % 


figure tried to roll under Meg’s heavy weight. The 
arms pulled at their restraining bands, the knees at 
Meg’s back tried to rise, the head strained back. 

But Meg bore down, down. . . . 

Sweat rolled off her face and trickled in a stream 
between her bosoms. A wild determination glared in 
her eyes as the head under the pillow struggled, 
struggled. . . . 

A rage, a mad rage, came upon her, a passionate 
need to quiet the struggling thing under the pil- 
low.).'s, <<< 

She clenched her teeth, groaning through them, 
and held, and held. . . . 

When it lay still at last, she lifted the pillow. Her 
arms were trembling now that their tenseness was 
relaxed. 

She jumped off the bed and took the small square 
mirror from the wall and held it over the gray face. 
No mist gathered on its surface. 

She hung the mirror back on the wall again. 

Bella’s face was flattened. Her nose was pressed 
back unnaturally. Meg took it gently between her 
fingers and molded it into shape again. She closed 
the open mouth and softly worked the eyeballs under 
their lids to make them more peaceful in sleep. She 
unpinned the sheet from about the wrists. They 
showed no marks. She took the shoes from the bound 
feet, and covered Bella with a blanket. 
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Everything was returned to its place, the safety- 
pins to the blue ornamental cushion, the sheet to the 
bottom of the kist, the shoes to her own feet. She 
took the pillow under her arm. 

Bella lay restfully upon the bed. She was almost 
beautiful in the new rigor that had come to her loose 
face. 

Meg looked round the room to make sure that she 
had not forgotten anything, before she went out and 
closed the door. 

No sooner had she safely reached the landing, 
with the quiet thing lying behind her and a closed 
door between her and it, than a shivering took her. 

She hurried into her man’s room and threw the 
pillow on the bed. 

“Tve killed her, Sandy. I’ve killed her.” She 
heard a throat that was not her own screaming the 
words. 

“It’s true enough,” the throat cried, as Sandy 
shrank from her, cringing against the head of the 
bed. “It’s true enough. She’s dead. I smothered 
her.” 

Her knees took on a shaking that had nothing to 
do with the rest of her, and she sat down heavily in 
a chair. 

By the way that Sandy was staring at her she knew 
that the screaming must have come from her own 
throat. 
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She had told him! That was the last thing in the 
world that she should have done! But it was too late 
now to worry about it. His eyes were screaming an 
accusation at her, and his empty mouth was racked 
open with the words that streamed from it silently. 
She could hardly believe that she read them aright. 
But she knew that look, and knew what he meant 
when he wore it. She sneered: 

“Not for the reason you think.” 

Strength was coming back to her knees now. She 
got up and went to the bed and, standing over him, 
she cried: 

“T’ve no call to be jealous of that toothless 
drab. . . . Willie Weams would think shame to 
wipe his feet upon her. . . .” 

His eyes called her a liar. She picked up the 
pillow and flung it in his face, laughing as he cowered 
away from it. 

“TY did it for a reason you'll never guess. But 
what the hell care I what you think? . ., . Think 
what you like and be damned to you.” 

She started for the door, but turned round again 
and came back to the bedside. 

“Mind this, if you tell it to a soul, Vil kill 
you. . . . Cower, damn you, cower away... . 
And never think /’ll swing for killing you. . . 
You'll be dead without a mark on you, like she is.” 

She was calm again, and glad that she had done 
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it. But it ate at her that he should think she did it 
for jealousy of Bella Pringle, and she knew that he 
would never believe the real reason. 

“Well, whatever you think about it, keep it to 
yourself,” she warned, regarding him contemp- 
tuously. 

“Hell!” she laughed as he huddled in fear against 

the bars at the top of the bed. “You'd never have the 
courage to tell. . . . You’ve never had courage for 
anything, Sandy, . . . not even when you were 
well. . ; 
“You knew I liked Willie Weams when I married 
you. . . . But you were too weak-gutted to bring 
up his name and thrash it out with me... . If 
you'd taken a grip of my throat, if you’d taken a 
rope’s end to my back, if you’d let me see that you 
would be master, and I would love you or you’d break 
my back for me. . 

“But you mealy-mouthed about, letting me make 
a fool out of you at every turn ., . . till for very 
devilment and just to see how far you’d let me go, I 
carried on with anything in breeks that came my way, 
right under your nose. . 

“You were able-bodied then, and more than a 
match for any man in Pitouie. But did you lift a 
finger? . . . Never! 

“If you'd thrashed Willie Weams when he came 
back making eyes at me . . . if you'd taken my 
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head and banged it against a stone wall . . . I'd 
have come to love you in time . . . and I’d have 
been true to you, Sandy. 

“Oh, sneer if you like, sneer away. It’s the truth, 
just the same. . . . Oh, I know what you think of 
me . .; . you married me because you wanted to 
lie with me, but you didn’t believe that I was 
good. . . . I was never a pure lassie in your 
eyes . . . but just the same I was a pure lassie, and 
a good lassie. . . . There was no evil thought in 
my head when I first met Willie Weams. . . . No, 
nor after I met him, though I let on that I was free 
with men just to keep folks from laughing at 
me. . . . But you never thought of me as a good 
lassie . . . never once .. . you wanted me for 
your body’s pleasure, and you married me, not be- 
cause you respected me, as I thought at the time, but 
because you hadn’t the courage to take me, like Willie 
Weams. . . . But you never respected me . . 
and a lassie has a right to be respected. . . . It 
makes the world of difference to a lassie.” 

She stopped, aware that he was calling her a 
stinking liar and a dirty trull. She wondered at her- 
self that she wasted words on him, but she must win 
him round to silence if she could. 

She went nearer to the bed and took a new tone. 

“Sandy,” she said, “the nigger never knew Bella 
Pringle’s name. Nobody will be the wiser that yon is 
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Bella Pringle lying dead. . . . Nobody will ever 
be the wiser that she came back. . . . She'll be 
buried as a stranger. . ., . Nobody will be the 
worse.” 

A look that could not be measured for its malice 
and its fear glittered in the sick man’s staring eyes. 
Meg, who rarely looked in his face, looked at him 
now, and saw her enemy. 

She seized him by the bare bones that were his 
shoulders and shook him, crying: 

“You'll tell, will you! Just try! Just you write 
that on the sheet!” 

She straightened up, releasing him: 

“Mind what I’ve told you,” she said, and her 
voice was more controlled. “Say that I murdered the 
woman if you like . . . Dll swing for it if need 
be. . . . But tell that her name is Bella Pringle. . .” 

This was the wrong tone to take. She must find 
some way to soften him. 

“Sandy,” she said and looked at him, holding his 
secretive, yet loud-crying eyes with her own, search- 
ing for some sign of friendliness or understanding in 
their hate-seething blackness. But she found none. 

“You're like an essence from hell . . . sitting 
there hating me,” she said, hardening hopelessly, 
knowing that no words would win him. “I shudder 
when I pass your door because I feel the hate you’re 
feeling . . . and I hear the things your tongue will 
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never say . . . I’m terrified of your glowering 
face! .. ... But you tell that it’s Bella Pringle lying 
there . . . tell that, and see what comes to you!” 

She stood off regarding him, trying to fathom 
what her words did inside his silent blackness. But 
there was no change in the steady venom of his eyes. 

“Well,” she said at last, “rot there.” 

And she left him staring skeleton-like and 
yellowed, his eyes reaching after her like poisoned 
fangs. 


That night Nancy dreamed that she was a little 
girl again being pulled by the arm through the feeing 
market. At one moment her yellow-haired mother 
was holding her by the arm and at the next she had 
left her and was mounting the platform beside the 
medicine-man. But no sooner had she reached it than 
her hair changed from gold to ashen gray, her blue 
eyes died in their sockets, and from her open mouth 
her teeth dropped one by one, bloodless, gleaming 
white upon the platform at her feet. . . . The little 
girl that was Nancy screamed in fright and 
woke... . 

She lay thinking of the woman. Trying to fit 
what she remembered of her mother’s face into the 
gaunt old face of the woman on the platform. There 
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was no resemblance and yet she could not put from 
her the thought that a bond lay between her and this 
woman. Perhaps it was only that her mother also had 
gone away with a medicine-man. 

If it were her mother, what would she do? 
Would she have the courage to claim her and intro- 
duce her to Harvey? Harvey would hate that. Harvey 
would hate the fact that she was lying awake now, 
brooding upon it, trying to connect the woman with 
herself. Yet she was not trying to connect the woman 
with herself. She was trying to be sure that the 
woman was nothing to her. 

She must go to her and find out. She would be 
staying at the White Ship. But even if she had 
gone on to the next town, Divot Meg would be able to 
tell her if the woman were her mother. 

This would not be Harvey’s way. He would walk 
away from this unpleasant thing, denying it, refusing 
it a right to exist, and even destroying its existence by 
forgetting it. He had an escape from everything. 
He could escape into a world of sound where nothing 
could follow that he did not wish to follow. But she 
could not do that. It was not for her to walk away 
from painful things. Something drove her to walk 
toward them and stare them in the face. Something 
made her claim them and carry them, as if all dark 
and hurting things were kin to her. And yet she 
feared such things more than Harvey feared them, 
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great was her fear that she dare not walk away, leav- 
ing them behind her back. She must know. She 
must know. To walk upright still, she must know 
that this woman was not her mother. . . . 

She rose early so that she would not need to ex- 
plain where she was going, and went to the White 
Ship. Divot Meg’s red-haired laddie opened the 
door to her, but seemed uncertain whether to step 
aside and let her in or close the door upon her at 
once. She prevented this by pushing the door open 
and stepping inside. The lobby, with its yellow 
ochered walls and floor partly covered with oddments 
of oilcloth, was empty except for the little boy who 
gaped bewilderedly at her. The house was quiet, 
strangely quiet, and the air was hung with blue smelly 
smoke. 

Nancy hesitated what to do. Now that she was 
here she realized that the market people would long 
since have gone on to the next town. The blue and 
smelly smoke which hung in the lobby was a belated 
evidence of their early breakfasts. But since she had 
come, she would speak with Divot Meg and tell her 
what she feared. 

It was years since that night when she had stood 
at Divot Meg’s bedroom window and communed with 
her through the turkey-red curtain. But she still felt 
near to her, still felt that Divot Meg was watching her. 
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It was not just curiosity that had made her look so 
hard and long at Harvey yesterday. Nancy knew 
this with a warm certainty. 

“Where is your mother?” she asked the red- 
haired laddie. He fumbled bashfully with the door- 
knob which he still held in his hand, as if that fact 
would prevent the visitor from feeling that she was 
inside to stay. 

“Ts she in the back of the house?” asked Nancy, 
preparing to go into the dim-lit back hall to look for 
Meg. 

“She’s up the stairs,” the laddie finally admitted. 

Nancy walked up the stairs which had once been 
painted a dark Indian-red. Little patches of linoleum 
adhered to the steps, held there by nails that were 
polished with many feet. 

As she reached the dim square landing at the top 
of the stairs, Divot Meg and Doctor Taylor came out 
of one of the rooms. Divot Meg gave her a withheld 
look, and the Doctor looked at her in surprise. 

“Good morning, Miss Pringle.” His words asked 
a question which she found herself indirectly answer- 
ing as she turned to Divot Meg. 

“I came to speak with you about . . . 

“In just a moment, miss,” Divot Meg interrupted. 
“We've had a death in the house.” 

“Your man?” asked Nancy, dismayed that she 
should have brought her troubles here at such a time. 

320 


99 


ee * DARK STAR * *% % % *# 


“No, miss. It’s a strange woman. She came 
here with the negro medicine-man.” 

“Who . . . whois she?” 

Nancy heard her own voice thin and panting, ask- 
ing the question. 

“An Englishwoman, you said?” the doctor asked 
Meg. 

“Well, she had an Englishy sort of voice, and she 
spoke about Devonshire and clotted cream,” said 
Meg. 

“Ah yes, ah yes. From Devonshire, no doubt. 
And the man, the negro? . . ;. There were no hard 
words between them .... . no quarrel?” 

“As I told you, he wanted her to go on with him 
but she was tired, and said she’d come on to Callochie 
the next day. . . . I never let black people stay in 
the house, so he had to look for quarters somewhere 
else.” 

“‘And her name?” the doctor was asking as if the 
question were no more than a formula. 

Nancy hung against the wall of the landing, spent 
with dread. 

The other two ignored her. The doctor was 
anxious to get the facts and be on his way to his 
morning round, and Meg, half hostile, had turned her 
back upon her. 

“The only name I heard him call her was 
‘Snowey,’ a queer kind of name,” said Meg. “She 
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was none of the regulars that come every year. Td 
never seen her before.” 

“T see. And you found her dead when you went 
to call her this morning?” 

“Tt was like this. I like to have the people out 
of the house by eight o’clock, unless they mean to pay 
another day’s rent. . . . The last of them had gone, 
and she hadn’t put in an appearance yet, so I went up 
and rapped on her door. ., ., ., But she said never 
a word, so I pushed it open and there she lay just as 
you saw her. . . .” 

“Quite peacefully. Died in her sleep. .. . . 

“I suppose so. As I told you, I had a drink of 
whisky with her early in the evening and took her a 
tub of water to wash herself.” 

“Uphm!” the doctor nodded. “She must have 
taken the drug after you left.” 

“Would that kill her?” asked Meg astonishedly. 

“Well, in her condition it might . . . in fact, 
as you see, it did.”” The doctor laughed cheerfully. 
“System rotten with the drug, heart bad, lungs con- 
gested . . . one dose too much and... pouf!... 
Well, I must be getting on. .. ., . Lots of grippe in 
the town, . . . [ll send the undertaker.” 

“There won’t be an inquest?” The words eemed 
to slip out of Divot Meg’s mouth unbeknown to her. 

The doctor laughed. “No need for that. It’s as 
plain asday. . . . No,no. ... ., Well, good-by.” 
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“Doctor,” Divot Meg clutched his arm as he was 
about to go down the stairs. “My sick man, 
Doctor, . . . haven’t you anything to ease him? 
Couldn’t you take a look at him?” 

“T will if you insist,” said the doctor reluctantly. 
“But what’s the use? It’s a wonder that he lives. . . 
malnutrition, you know. . . . Food is what he 
needs, and he can’t swallow it.” 

“He manages the gruel if I get it extra thin... . 
Couldn’t you give me something strengthening to put 
in it?” 

“He needs meat and vegetables. . . . Ill go 
and look at him.” 

“Doctor,” Divot Meg seemed suddenly to regret 
having spoken about her man. For a moment it 
looked as if she would prevent him from entering 
the room. “He’s out of his head, I think,” she 
whispered. “He imagines things.” 

“Very likely. . . . Not unusual. Well, I’ll see 
what he looks like.” 

He went into the room, leaving Nancy and Divot 
Meg together in the dim-lit landing. 

Nancy went close to Divot Meg and whispered: 

“T came because I was afraid it was my mother.” 

“Who, miss?” said Divot Meg coldly. 

Nancy had expected her to melt out of this precise, 
slightly sycophantic being into the broad-hipped, 
warm-breasted Meg whom she had met on the kirk 
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brae, as soon as the doctor was gone. But instead she 
found herself looking into a pair of eyes that refused 
to know her, that denied all past knowledge of her. 

“‘Who is your mother, miss?” 

“Miss!” Could it be her well-cut suit and silk 
stockings that made Divot Meg call her “miss.” Oh, 
no! Divot Meg could not, must not be impressed by 
such things. Nancy could not bear it. She cried 
imploringly: 

“Don’t you remember me? . . . Don’t you re- 
member on the kirk brae road? . . . Don’t you 
remember the night that I came to your window?” 

“My window, miss?” 

Oh, why was Divot Meg doing this? Why was 
she looking at her as if she had never known her 
before? Could she really have forgotten the little 
girl who begged for advice, the little girl to whom she 
had given courage and comfort? 

“Y’m Bella Pringle’s lassie,” she cried passion- 
ately, reaching out her hands. “You remember Bella 
Pringle?” 

“Oh, yes, miss. She had a bairn to Ramsey 
Gordon of Fassefern,” said Meg crisply, stroking her 
apron down with an air that said, “What has that to 
do with me?” 

“Tm that bairn,” said Nancy, her hands falling 
to her sides hopelessly. 

Divot Meg curtsied with the right amount of 
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deference from one in her station of life to one of the 
gentry and said: “Yes, miss.” 

And she looked impatiently toward her sick man’s 
door as if she were wishing that this strange visitor 
would make an end to her senseless talking and leave 
her free to follow the doctor. 

But Nancy made one more desperate try. 

“Tell me,” she begged, “have you ever seen the 
woman who is lying dead? Is she Bella Pringle?” 

“Bella Pringle?” Divot Meg looked at Nancy and 
spoke quietly as one who states a truth too certain for 
any questioning. “I went to school with Bella Pringle. 
I would know her, dead or living.” . 

It was impossible to doubt her. But indeed, she 
had not doubted her. It was all nonsense to think the 
woman was her mother. . . . And nonsense to 
think that Divot Meg was her friend. Divot Meg had 
forgotten her, had never given her a thought in all 
these years. Everything, all her supposed friendship, 
was just imagination, the sick imagination of a lonely 
child. Tears struggled in her throat. 

She groped for the banister and hurried from the 
death-haunted landing down the stairs and out into 
the living street. 

The sun was on the mill stream that flowed be- 
side the larch trees. Buttercups upon the water, float- 
ing on outspread saucers of green, tugged at their 
frail chains. 
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Nancy ran down the long bank and sat at the 
water’s edge watching the lazy buttercups through a 
glimmer of tears. 

A thing that was dear to her had died. Maybe it 
had never lived. A friendly hand behind her back 
was gone. Had never even been. ..; . “Yes, 
miss.” “No, miss.” . . . She would laugh at her- 
self later for feeling so bereft. But now it hurt. She 
had glorified Divot Meg, made her a saint, and a 
martyr, and a gallant warrior. But Divot Meg could 
not remember her. 

She had believed that even God would not be able 
to overawe Divot Meg. She had pictured her stand- 
ing, hands on broad hips, before the throne of God, 
saying: 

“As you can see, I did the best I could. But if 
you're determined to give me hell-fire for it, let me 
tell you before I roast that Pve small respect for 
your judgment.” 

And now Divot Meg had been impressed and 
curtsying to a ten-guinea suit. 

Nancy laughed at herself. She was for ever mak- 
ing gods out of clay. 

She reached out and pulled the floating butter- 
cups toward her. They would look pretty on the 
dining-room table if she could find a shallow wide 
dish to float them in. . . . 

Monday would soon be here and she could go to 
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Fassefern again . . . andHarvey . . . and 
Harvey! 


All the way to Fassefern Nancy found herself 
forming the words with which she would ask Harvey 
about their marriage. If she dismissed this thought, 
trying to center her mind on the fishwife in front of 
her who smelled of smoked haddock, or the shepherd 
at her side who smelled of sheep dip, she would find 
herself back again saying: “Harvey, shall we be 
married here in Fassefern before you leave?” 

Or perhaps he would be the one to ask the ques- 
tion and she would joyfully reply: “Yes.” But she 
knew that this latter was only a game she was playing 
to make herself feel happy. Harvey would not bring 
up the subject of their marriage. An instinct told her 
this, though she had never admitted it to herself be- 
fore this day. 

She saw now that she had not dared to let herself 
admit it. That she had been flying from fear of 
admitting it all the summer. But now that Andrew’s 
words had shown her this fear, she must turn and 
walk toward it. She could not bear it behind her 
back. She must know. 

As the bus neared Fassefern, a lorry of manly- 
looking luggage passed, going in the direction of the 
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railway station. Nancy saw it vaguely through the 
cloud of her thoughts. Not until it was well past did 
her brain leap to wonder: who would have such 
trunks, such buckled bags of cow-hide? Who in 
Rossorty? Who at Fassefern? Who at Fassefern 
would have such wise, such traveled luggage? ., .. .. 
Harvey’s luggage! 

But it could not be Harvey’s luggage. He was 
not going for three weeks yet. They were not going 
for three weeks yet. Why must her heart rush down- 
ward so unreasonably? 

She knew it was not Harvey’s luggage. But her 
mouth was suddenly puckered and dry as if she had 
been drinking Burgundy. It stayed so even when she 
entered at the big Gothic door and heard ihe organ 
playing. . 

The music was faint . . . very faint. The 
organ-room door must be closed. . . . 

The vaulted door between the wings was closed 
also. The bar was swung across it. . 

She would like to say: “He is practising . . . 
of course, it was not his luggage,” and go quietly to 
the library and her work; destroying her fear by re- 
fusing to believe in it. Instead she swung the bar 
away and went along the corridor to the organ room. 
Whatever hurting thing waited for her there, she must 
face it. 

The playing stopped. He turned slowly toward 
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her. How strange that she had never noticed that 
strained-back look at the corners of his eyebrows! 
He looked trapped! He looked as if he were seized 
by the back of the neck and held. How wary his eyes 
were! 

Would he mention his luggage? She knew now 
that it was his luggage. The strained-back look told 
her. But even as she thought this, the look disap- 
peared and he smiled: 

“You're back!” 

“Yes.” 

He came toward her to take her in his arms. 

“What's the matter?” he asked. 

Her eyes were hostile, holding him off. How 
could he send his luggage away, and stand there 
smiling at her, telling her nothing? 

“What is it, dearest?” 

She had the feeling that she was putting a knife- 
point to the tender hollow of his neck where his soft 
shirt fell away. 

“You are leaving to-day,” said the knife, pressing 
close to the hollow. 

“What makes you think I am leaving?” He felt 
the knife and pushed it away. 

“T saw your luggage.” She had the knife back 
at his throat again. 

He flushed angrily and his eyes became hostile 


also. 
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“I’m not going till to-morrow . ., . I meant to 
tell you this evening.” 

“Why?” 

“Why what?” he demanded sharply, feeling 
justified because her tone was so possessive. 

“Why are you going so soon?” 

“T’ve got to get some work done.” 

These were not new words. But there were new 
things behind them, new resolutions, new resolutions 
full of pain for her. She could retreat from them 
even now. By lowering the knife and saying: “Yes, 
I understand, I think you should go away and work,” 
she could keep from uncovering them. But retreat 
was no longer possible, she must know. So this hate- 
ful asking must go on. 

“You haven’t said anything about our marriage 
since spring.” 

“My dear, I can hardly discuss marriage on the 
eve of leaving.” He was trying to be sweetly reason- 
able, and was begging her to be sweetly reasonable 
also. . . . He was hating this so. He did so hate 
ugly logical words. ., . . He did so hate being 
called to account. . . . But she could not spare 
him, nor herself. The truth was her desperate need. 

“You mean, you don’t wish to discuss it!” 

His smile seemed to pat her on the head. 

“You wouldn’t be happy if you married me, 
Nancy.” 
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“T’m not good enough for you, dear.” 

Ah, that would be a charming escape for him! 

“You mean that you have stopped loving me?” 

“T’ll never do that, Nancy.” 

Oh, his eyes when he said that! If she ran to his 
arms now, he would be hers again. Hers again . 
but unwillingly hers. . . . No, she must not look at 
his eyes. It was better to look away and say hard 
words, words that called out the truth. 

““Why’ then?” she asked, keeping from her voice 
the sound of her inward weeping. 

“T’m not a man who should marry.” 

“It’s a little late to decide that . . . isn’t it?” 

The knife pierced the hollow that time! She had 
never seen him blush before. . . . But this was 
not fair of her. . . . She had not bartered for 
marriage when she gave herself. . ., ., She had no 
right to blame him. 

“T didn’t mean that, Harvey. . . . If you don’t 
want to marry me . . . it’s all right.” 

“T do want to.” 

“Then why not?” 

“For the reason I said . ..... I can’t be married 
toyou . . . and music.” 

Why was it that this sounded such a frail excuse 
to her? Was it because she had no soul for music? 
She pondered it a while. And Harvey stood studying 

331 





ee ee EE DARK STAR * # FF F 


the toes of his stout shoes critically one after the other 
in a painful careful way. 

“Could you be married to any one else . ., « 
and music?” she asked. 

“Possibly .. . . a nice fat hausfrau.” 

“T could be that.” 

“Not fat,” he joked, lifting his eyes to hers, smil- 
ing, coaxing her to stop this painful questioning and 
let them laugh together again. But she could not 
make her lips smile. 

“T could be a hausfrau,” she persisted, wonder- 
ing at the calm force with which she refused to let 
him escape. 

“You couldn’t be anything but a siren.” He said 
it with the air that it was a compliment, but also as if 
it excused ali that he might do. 

“Harvey, I could... +" . Jfs you. 4 -3ae ee 
never . . . Harvey, who made me a siren?” The 
sound of weeping welled into her cry. 

“Dearest, you’re not crying?” He sprang to her 
side. The arms with which he held her were trem- 
bling. He was sick of this sorry hurting. 

No. She was not crying. She would not cry. It 
would not be fair to cry. She would win if she 
could . . . without that. She saw now that he had 
come to Pitouie to tell her this. No weakness must 
prevent him this time. She drew away from the 
trembling shelter of his arms. 
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“What do you mean, Harvey?” 

“T mean, dear, that music is my life... . and 
love is your life.” 

“So you take my life from me.” 

“Nancy!” His eyes reproached her. 

“I won't say any more... . Youll. . ., 
Pil. . .” She felt the tears rising, so she walked 
away from him to the chair by the window, and stood 
there. 

“We had to face it sooner or later,” he said, re- 
gaining some of his purpose now that she had left his 
side. 

“Yes?” She did not look at him. 

“Well, can’t you see that we had?” He was very 
positive now. But his positiveness did not create any 
certainty in her. She wished almost that she could 
accept this reason, giving it the value he gave it. But 
it just would not be a sufficient reason in her eyes. 

“Ts music the real, the only reason, Harvey?” 

“What bigger reason could I have?” 

“You could feel that you do not love me enough to 
be tied to me.” 

He did not answer. She turned round to look at 
him. He seemed to have detached himself from this 
difficult scene and to have floated away, following the 
drift of his eyes as they soared out through the 
window. But she pulled him back. 

“Harvey, will you be honest with me?” 
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“T have been.” 

‘“‘The music doesn’t seem enough to me.” 

“That is because you don’t understand. . . . I 
didn’t want to love you in the first place, you 
know. . . . I knew it would upset my work.” 

“That was what you meant by saying you were 
‘afraid’?” 

“Yes.” 


“But was it love you were afraid of . ... or 





was it marriage? . . . Being tied?” 

“T suppose I wanted to keep my freedom also.” 
He said it defensively, his eyes saying: “You are 
forcing this out of me, and it’s very tactless of you.” 

“Freedom to do what?” 

“Adventure . . «I suppose I didn’t want to 
“close my horizons’ so soon.” 

“Yes,” she whispered. “I believe in that reason 
more.” 

“But that is bound up with my music also,” he 
protested. “Adventure inspires me.” 

“And a wife would not.” 

“No, a wife would not.” 

“Ti see, ..; . That'is all right-then. epee 

“And now I suppose you hate me?” 

“No,” in a smothered voice. “No, I could never 
hate you.” 

“Tm sorry.” 

“Don’t . . . don’t be that. . . . I’m not, for 
anything.” 
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The space between them quivered. It was some- 
thing to leap across and so stop this nightmare. It 
was something to fly from and try to forget, but it was 
not anything to be borne, even for another moment. 

“T'Il go then,” she said. 

“Nancy! I can’t bear it.” 

He had her in his arms. 

“Forget all this that ve been saying. .. . -.: It 
isn’t true. . . . I do love you enough for any- 
thing. . .... We'll be married ....,. I want to... 
really, dear, I want to. . ., . I don’t know what 
made me talk such rot. ., ., .. Let’s go and be mar- 
ried now.” 

“Before you get panic-stricken and want to back 
out again?” 

“Nancy.” 

“Forgive me! ., .: .. No, Harvey, I don’t want 
to.” 

“You’re just hurt.” 

“No! No! I couldn’t marry you, now.” 

“Well, perhaps not now,” he said, giving the 
“now” a new meaning. “But when I come back.” 

He was so pleading, so eager to have all this pain- 
fulness stopped. He was willing to marry her, will- 
ing to imprison himself for life, just to have it 
stopped. She had made it so hard for him. But 
now ‘she had the truth at last, and she could be 
merciful, ; . «: She would help him to get away 
painlessly. 
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“Perhaps,” she said. 

He smiled, grateful for this, believing that he 
would come back for her. 

“Next spring, darling. . ... We will go to 
Rome. ... . You will love Rome, Nancy.” 

Oh yes, she would love Rome. . . . How was 
she going to live through another day of this? . 

“T won’t go to-morrow. . . . Til stay another 
week,” 

He was being generous now. She could have an- 
other week of him since she was willing to let him 
escape at last! . . . But, no! No! She could not 
do this for a week ., ., . her heart must be allowed 
to break to-morrow. . . ... It could not wait a week. 

“No, you must go to-morrow. ... . Think of 
your work . . . the concerts.” 

“That’s true,” he admitted. 

“You must go. . . . Spring will soon come.” 
She said it jauntily. Was it too jauntily? 

“Tl write you every week.” 

“No!” It was a cry of pain. Oh, no, he could 
not do that to her. She would die once for him, and 
stay dead for ever. But he could not kill her over 
and over. “No, don’t write. .; .. .. Come back for 
me when you want me.” 
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Nancy pushed against the wind step by step, over- 
coming it. Her body liked this fight, needed it. By 
the time she reached Webster’s cottage at the clifftop, 
her body would be spent, it would be calm, and it 
would sleep. 

Her mind was moving in its own paths, heedless 
of her struggling body. Phrases from Andrew’s let- 
ter kept coming up in it. 

“Divot Meg’s man sent a note to the doctor”; 
“The Hurdy-Gurdy Man’s wife knew that she was 
Bella Pringle”; “Divot Meg’s man said Meg killed 
her, but he’s out of his mind, besides the doctor saw 
the body”; “I wouldn’t give it a thought’; “She’s 
dead and gone. Just forget it.” 

Just forget it! Just forget it! She’s dead and 
gone. Just forget it! 

Her galoshes were saying this over and over as 
she pulled them out of the mud and set them down 
into it again: Just forget it! Just forget it. She’s 
dead and gone! Just forget it! Funny that her 
galoshes were all that mourned: “‘And when she heard 
that her mother was dead, her galoshes wept bitterly.” 

She tried to feel something besides relief that the 
woman was dead; and thankfulness that Harvey had 
gone without knowing. She said things like: “Your 
poor mother came home to die,” or “After all, she 
loved you, her dying feet brought her back to you.” 
But this only made the galoshes cry more loudly, al- 
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most triumphantly: Just forget it! Just forget it. 
She’s dead and gone. Just forget it! 

The tossing fir trees slapped her with handfuls of 
rain, and the wind plucked spitefully at her mack- 
intosh. It was an evening to be sorrowful, but nothing 
would rouse her tacit heart or make it feel grief. 

The woman was not any part of her. The woman 
was dead and could not claim to be any part of her. 
She was all Fassefern, having kin with no one else. 
She was alone with them. Their books in her hands 
by day, and their bones in the sea beneath her by 
night. 

Harvey had gone, Divot Meg had gone; Andrew 
and Mrs. Anderson had fallen away from her. She 
had nothing but the Fasseferns . .. . and the sum- 
mer that was past . . . love given without 
barter . . . given in beauty. But her heart was 
quiet, it asked nothing more. . ., | 

Yes. She had one other thing. She smiled, think- 
ing of it. Of all her dreams, this childish dream had 
come true at last; she had her “personal door.” She 
had a home that was her home. A door to lock upon 
the world. 

It was a long way from Fassefern to Webster’s 
cottage at the clifftop. But she needed the walk, and 
the wind, and the rain. She needed the struggle up 
the cliff, and finally and most deeply she needed her 
“personal door.” 
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She had taken the Websters’ cottage for her own. 
The “ben” which had been their “best room,” she 
used for a bedroom. And the “but” which had been 
the Websters’ kitchen—although there was a box bed 
in it—she used for a living-room. 

She had moved out the box bed, and in its place 
she put book-shelves painted yellow to match the 
yellow ochered walls. Candlesticks of black bog-oak 
with red candles stood on the shelves against the 
yellow walls, and between them was her red and white 
china cow attended by a cowherd in bright blue coat 
and yellow trousers. 

She covered the cold slate floor with a rag rug in 
blue and rich orange red. On the windows she hung 
muslin curtains tinted yellow. She yellowed the 
hearth with sand stone, leaving the crane with its soot- 
hung chain just as it was when the Websters had 
boiled their broth there. 

At one side of the fireplace she had a willow 
basket painted blue to hold the peats, and on the other 
a blue painted box filled with fir cones to burn on 
special nights. She gathered pewter plates and bright 
dishes in blue and red to fill the back of the old oak 
dresser. A round oak table held a dented pewter 
lamp which she polished till it kept up a constant 
winking at the shining pewter plates. 

It was a glowing room. Thinking of it, she 
hurried her steps, turning off the low road up the 
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cliff. Climbing against the wind with a certain joy 
in its biting cold, knowing that Mrs. Penny would 
have lighted the fire. The pewter lamp would be 
winking cheerily in the red radiance of the burning 
peats. 

She was breathless when she reached her own 
door, at the cliff’s very summit. She went in upon 
a gale of wind, gasping as she fought the door to make 
it shut again. 

The room was welcoming and warm as she knew 
it would be. She surveyed it, as she always did, with 
pride, and a quiet kind of happiness that it was hers. 

Life was complete about her, a cloud-colored ball 
rolling on and on changelessly. Nothing could come 
through its vapor walls to pierce her. . . . Sorrow 
was lying dead, and joy had forgotten her name. .. . 

No! No! Joy had not forgotten her name! .. . 
This was from Harvey! This letter lying so meekly 
by the pewter lamp, and never calling to her when 
she opened the door! How could it be there and not 
call her name? How could it not leap up calling to 
her?.,... . Paris! He was in. Paris! © 29 ind 
this was to say: “Come to Paris and marry me for I 
can’t live without you.” Or it might be “Come to 
Paris, for I can’t live without you.” But what did 
that matter? It was “Come to Paris. Come to me.” 
That it said. 

Oh, why must her fingers bungle now! 
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Dearest Nancy: 

You said I was never to write to you, but I must, 
because I do truly love you, my dear, and you must 
believe this always. I can’t get you out of my mind, 
not that I want to, but I feel more and more that I had 
no right to do what I did. 

I want to feel that you are in a happier environ- 
ment. It isn’t good for you to be in that cottage, so 
morbid and unhealthy. 

I have more money than I know what to do with 
so I have made some of it over to you. You will be 
able to travel and have a motor and servants, and meet 
interesting people. 

You can always reach me through my bankers, 
who will also be your bankers now. 

I am working very hard. Next month I go to 
Warsaw to pay homage to the heart of Chopin which 
lies in the Church of the Holy Cross. 

I shall be more at peace about you when I know 
that you have left Rossorty. 

With all my love, 

HARVEY. 


“T shall be more at peace”! Oh, yes, he would be 
completely at peace about her, now that he had paid 
her off... . 

No! No! She must not go mad yet. There must 
be some other way to think of it. Harvey could not 
do this to her. He could not make a dirty traflic of 
their love. . 
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She laughed screamingly. He has paid me 

off. . . . But he can not marry me. ., ., .; Good 
women make a bargain first! 

: She must not laugh like this. She must be calm. 
She must be calm. A horse was galloping in her 
brain, a white horse with blood upon its sides. . . . 

She must be very quiet, people would hear 
HOE a 5 
She must think of it quietly. . . . Harvey meant 
to be kind. .,.., . He felt that he had wronged 
ere ca atte 

Would he have felt that he had wronged Lady 
Nancy Gordon by taking her love? . . . Would he 
have paid her? .... . Would he have sent money to 
a Fassefern? . . . No! 

She was not a Fassefern! . . . She had never been 
a Fassefern! ... She was Willie Weams’ bastard. ... 

Nothing was left to her . . . the Fasseferns 
were gone . .. the beauty of her love was 
gone. . . . Nothing was left but Willie Weams and 
the nigger’s fancy woman. .: . . 

Nothing! Nothing! 

Nothing left but a trull who must be paid! 

OGod! . . 

O God, with your big deaf face, hear me! . . . 
Must I be this? . .... MustI be this? . . . 

She pulled upon the door. It swung in upon the 
gale, helping her. . . . 
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The wind took her feet upon its swift palms and 
bore them to the clifftop . . . and past the clifftop. 

But as they left the firm rock, flying wingless on 
the blue, it came to her piercingly to think: 

“Would Willie Weams’ bastard die for this? It 
is a Fassefern who dies!” 

And as the sharp black teeth of the sea came up 
to meet her, she smiled. 


THE END 
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